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      For my fellow holiday haters.

      I know it’s tough.

      I lost my dad at Christmas in 2004.

      Know I am thinking of you this holiday season.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “You don’t know this, but you saved me—from myself and from the idea that I wasn’t worthy of a love like yours.”

        -Leo Christopher
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      Hollis Rossi is tired of being good. What’s it ever gotten her anyway?

      She’s a twenty-four-year-old dog walking virgin that still lives at home with her parents.

      When her boss, the infamous and illusive former MMA fighter Jonah X, says she’s too wholesome to handle being his personal assistant, Hollis sets out on a mission to prove him wrong.

      But when he finds her “naughty list” of ways she plans to show him she’s not as innocent as he thinks she is, Hollis has to decide if a promotion is worth risking everything—including her heart.
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS IS YOU

      

        

      

      Lady in red, is dancing with me. Cheek to cheek.

      The song plays softly overhead, outdated and out of place in the sleek, modern downtown building that’s home to the offices of The Wildlife Defense Alliance. It brings to mind my bold, uncharacteristic outfit choice. Crimson and black tweed knee-length pencil skirt and a sheer white wrap top that dips low in the front might have been a little more of a statement than I’d meant to make at today’s job interview.

      Not to mention the shiny red stilettos that are currently pinching my pinky toes to death.

      Freaking Addison.

      My sister-in-law likes to push me out of my comfort zone regularly. Though I’d be lying if I said the president and founder of the WDA wasn’t part of my motivation for letting her this time.

      Jonah X is an enigma.

      Four years ago, at twenty-three and at the peak of his UFC fighting career, he went off the grid. Disappeared without a trace for eighteen months.

      “Finding purpose in the chaos,” he’d said.

      People on social media joked that he’d obviously taken too many shots to the head. He’d had millions of potential dollars coming from endorsements and movie deals. But he’d walked away from all of it.

      What he found—while hiking across the most remote parts of the planet like a lumberjack with a death wish—was several endangered species being hunted and tortured for various reasons. Sport, their fur, or just because they happened to be unfortunate enough to inhabit areas where large corporations wanted to build or drill.

      He returned home to Boston last year and founded the Wildlife Defense Alliance, which had become a pretty impressive and powerful company in a short time.

      When I saw the online ad for an available receptionist position during my endless employment search, I applied immediately.

      As did apparently every other woman ages eighteen to one hundred judging from the crowd in the lobby.

      I need this job. At twenty-two I’m still living at home with my parents. And yes, it’s as horrible as it sounds.

      After graduating high school, there was no money for me to go to college and my grades weren’t impressive enough for a substantial scholarship. I waited tables at my family’s bar until I turned twenty-one. Now I bartend, but I still make just a little over minimum wage.

      So far this year I’ve interviewed to be a nanny, a court reporter, and a pharmaceutical sales rep.

      They all say the same thing: I need more experience.

      How in the world am I supposed to gain experience if no one will hire me without it? Needless to say, my options haven’t been stellar.

      I do my best not to chew on my fingernails as I wait my turn, telling myself that Jonah X probably isn’t even here today. He’s most likely just a figurehead for the non-profit. I doubt he’s involved with the day-to-day operations.

      But some small voice inside me, the one that sounds a lot like my sister-in-law, convinced me to wear this outfit in hopes that he would be.

      “Ms. Rossi?” A ginger-haired woman with librarian glasses calls out from where she stands with a clipboard. “Holly Rossi?”

      I stand and maneuver around the legs of the other waiting applicants, cursing Addi’s heels under my breath.

      “Um, it’s Hollis, actually,” I say once I’ve reached her. “Hollis not Holly. Lots of people make that mistake, though.”

      Shut up, Hollis.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I’m Elaine Irving, head of HR. Right this way, please.”

      She doesn’t shake my hand, just turns and begins walking in the opposite direction. We take an elevator in awkward silence to the fourteenth floor.

      Once we step out of it, she continues her speedy forward motion. She’s managing in her heels much better than I am so I break into a less than graceful gazelle stride to catch up.

      I follow her down a hallway covered in massive black and white photos of wild animals. Prairie dogs. Gray wolves. Leopards. Sea otters.

      The photography is incredible and I can’t help but wonder who took the pictures.

      “Right this way,” she says, indicating an open door to a large conference room.

      Following her inside, I’m struck silent by the view of the city and the water. The entire back wall of the conference room is glass.

      “Would you like something to drink? Water? Coffee?” She offers as I take a seat directly across the table from where she stands.

      “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      I don’t know why I said that. It’s a knee-jerk response I regret immediately. My mouth is dry and my throat is parched and water would be wonderful. I’m about to be answering important questions. Croaking out my words won’t help.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, just as she’s lowered herself into her seat. “Actually, a water would be great. I’m nervous,” I admit.

      She frowns, sighing loudly and moving to stand back up.

      I jump out of my seat quickly. “Please, let me. I should’ve answered correctly the first time you asked.”

      I stumble on my way to the table of refreshments. Thankfully I steady myself before sprawling onto the floor, but she definitely noticed. By the time I get back to my seat, eco-friendly bottle of water in hand, Elaine Irving is looking at her phone.

      I wait, sipping my water, trying not to disrupt the silence. But of course I fail and the bottle makes a loud crinkling sound every time I so much as touch it.

      When her gaze finally returns to me, I’ve almost emptied the entire bottle.

      She tilts her head. I can feel bad news coming. “I’m sorry, Ms. Rossi. I’ve actually just been informed that the receptionist position has been filled. Interviewing you won’t be necessary after all.”

      My mouth drops open. “But…we haven’t even started and—”

      “Like I said,” she interrupts, standing with her phone in her hand. “Terribly sorry. You can get your parking validated downstairs.”

      I want to cry.

      Also, I have to pee.

      “Um, okay. Is there a ladies room I could use?”

      She gives me a sympathetic smile. “Down the hall, second door on the left. We have some complimentary items in the reception area as well. Feel free to help yourself.”

      With that, she leaves me alone to mourn the loss of a job I never had. I pull myself together and use the lavish ladies room. One my way back to the elevators, I glance around at the reception desk that was almost was mine. Well, maybe not almost. But whatever.

      I run my fingers over the massive marble desk, then check out the exotic looking reclaimed wood end tables. My feet are so sore I sit for just a second in a plush beige chair that’s even more comfortable than it looks.

      Sighing, I stand and mentally prepare myself for the excruciating walk to the parking garage. Just as I turn to go, I see several bowls full of the items Elaine mentioned.

      Leashes, chew toys, magnets. A small stuffed sea otter plushie wearing a hoodie. All with the WDA logo and their tagline, “Love your local wildlife” on them.

      I don’t personally have any pets but my mom has a Yorkie named Olivia and Mikey and Addi just rescued a Terrier of some kind from the shelter, so I grab them each a leash and a chew toy. Might as well get something to commemorate my time here. I palm a magnet, too.

      I’m just about to put them in my purse when the door at the end of the hall opens and a man’s voice startles me.

      “Thank God, you’re finally here.”

      I stare at him openly, unable to get my brain to signal my mouth to speak.

      Jonah X stands in all his masculine glory, looking like a GQ cover in crisp navy dress pants and a matching tie with a white button down shirt. His sleeves are rolled up so I can see the swirls of ink licking up his thick, vascular forearms. The small charcoal-colored puppy he’s holding wriggles excitedly against his broad chest.

      “Um.” I glance around. Is he talking to me? Surely not. Why would he be glad I was here? I didn’t even get the job.

      He waves his hand at the leash in mine. “You won’t need that. He’s not ready for it. Just carry him to the park and let him do his business. I have back to back meetings the rest of the afternoon, so try to wear him out, will ya?”

      Before I can formulate a response, he nods at the chew toy I’m holding.

      “Might want to grab a few more of those.” I open my mouth to tell him I’m not the dog walker or whoever he thinks I am, but suddenly he yells out “Zeus, come here, boy.”

      Now I wasn’t the best student, but I know who Zeus was in mythology. Appropriately, I hear thunder rumbling in warning as a husky golden retriever sprints toward us.

      And knocks me flat on my ass.

      “Ahh,” I yelp as I go down.

      “Zeus, heel,” Jonah’s commanding voice causes both me and Zeus to go still.

      “I’m, um, wearing my sister-in-law’s clothes. She just got a new dog. Maybe he smells him on me.”

      Those are the first words I say to Jonah X.

      And they always will be, for as long as I live.

      I wish the floor would open up and swallow me whole.

      “Sorry about that. Zeus is getting up there in years but he still has a lot of energy.”

      His hand reaches toward me and I see the intricate braided leather straps he wears on his wrist. I read about them. He met a tribe in the wilderness during his travels and they gave them to him as some kind of honorary gift.

      I take his warm, strong hand as he pulls me to my feet. Once I’m standing, I don’t want to let go. But it gets weird when the puppy in his arms begins licking and nipping at my hair.

      “I’m Jonah,” he says, as if every living, breathing female on the planet doesn’t already know this.

      “Hollis,” I stammer out like I’m new to saying my own name.

      “Okay, here you go, Hollis,” he says, handing the bundle of fur to me like I’m supposed to know what to do with it. “This guy doesn’t have a name yet. But Zeus responds to commands well and doesn’t need a leash.”

      “Wait, I’m not—”

      “I’m so glad you made it,” he interrupts. “And, uh, try to be on time tomorrow, yeah?”

      I was almost an hour early for my interview.

      But this is Jonah X and two roads are diverging before me.

      On the first one, I explain that I’m just a girl who didn’t get the receptionist job and got distracted coming back from the ladies room. We laugh at the case of mistaken identity and I go on my way, back to my life, never to see his beautiful face again.

      On the second, I play along. I become his dog walker. And I see him again for however long I’m able to keep up the charade until the actual dog walker shows up.

      It’s not a difficult decision to make.

      “Yeah, I’ll definitely be on time tomorrow.”
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      TWO YEARS LATER

      
        
        
        SLEIGH BELLS RING, ARE YOU LISTENIN’

      

        

      

      “Yes, I can run by the dry-cleaners. It’s no problem, I promise,” I tell my boss as Achilles drags me through the park while Zeus assaults my shins with the frisbee he wants me to throw.

      This is my life now.

      Hollis Rossi, Head Dog Walker in Charge of Man’s Best Friend for the infamous and illusive Jonah X.

      It’s not as glamorous as it sounds.

      Unlike my first day, I dress appropriately now. Flat shoes, comfy leggings, and a soft, charcoal-colored pullover to hide the dog fur.

      Between the generous amount Jonah pays me to care for his pets and bartending at my brother’s tavern nights and weekends, I do pretty well for myself. I just put an offer in on an amazing condo downtown and if I get the job I’ve applied for at the WDA, I’ll be able to buy new furniture to fill it.

      There’s a fireplace and built-in bookshelves, which I’ve decided mean I have arrived.

      Finally.

      “Remember you said we could meet when I got back. We still on for lunch?”

      “You’ve reminded me five times, Hollis. I haven’t forgotten. I’ll see you later.”

      I disconnect the call with a squeal.

      Why am I squealing about an informal lunch meeting? Because Jonah’s assistant Eli just quit. He’s been hired as a buyer for Prada.

      Which means yours truly should be next in line for the job. I already walk his dogs, pick up his dry cleaning, do his grocery shopping, and vet his dates.

      Okay, so he doesn’t know about that last one. But when a hot mess in heels showed up at his door last month with a shirt that said #golddigger, I told her he had the stomach flu.

      I might have clutched my stomach and made puking noises until she left.

      Don’t get me wrong, I know my boss dates. Of course he does. He’s sinfully sexy and practically edible. But his tastes are…lacking.

      I try not to judge other women, really I do. I’m not perfect and I’m no one to be judging anyone else. I’m twenty-four and just now moving out of my parents’ house for goodness sakes.

      But Jonah plays fast and loose with women. They show up, sometimes half drunk, always half-dressed. He spends the weekend with whichever one, sometimes more than one, then they’re gone.

      I don’t know where he finds them. But they’re reckless and well… a little scary. They hop on his motorcycle like it’s no big, do God knows what with him all weekend, then they vanish and he never mentions them again.

      Addison likes to joke that he’s a serial killer. But I know better.

      He’s a serial womanizer with no regard for himself or others.

      Jonah has a very strict diet and schedule.

      Vegan everything.

      Work himself to death all week.

      Fuck himself to death all weekend.

      Really, I’m just worried because he’s pushing thirty and needs to settle down with a nice girl.

      I know what you’re thinking. No, I don’t mean me.

      I could never date Jonah. First of all, like the rest of the world, I literally don’t know his last name.

      Secondly, I’m not tattooed, pierced, and pumped full of facial fillers and silicone. So I’m definitely not his type.

      Nothing wrong with those things and if I had the money for them, I’d definitely consider having some work done. But if I starting spending my income on tattoos and Botox I’d never be able to afford to move out on my own.

      I’m pretty sure Jonah thinks I’m boring. And that’s fine. Maybe I am.

      I like spending my mornings walking the dogs and admiring the city. I like having coffee in the afternoon at mine and Addi’s favorite cafe. I enjoy hanging in the Tavern with my family and our friends while bitching about the Sox, the Pats, or the Celts depending on the season.

      Before bed every night, I slip into an oversized T-shirt and cuddle up with whatever I’m reading at the time. This month it’s sappy holiday romances. Last month it was serial killers. What can I say, I appreciate variety.

      My life is small, in my own tiny corner of the world, but I like it. Though it’s getting a little cramped in my childhood bedroom. When you grow up with two over-protective older brothers, you learn to appreciate peace and quiet and your own independence.

      So that’s what I’m doing. And when I get the job as Jonah’s assistant, I’ll talk to him about how he needs to find something real, with someone real, who cares about him and not just the playboy persona he projects.

      It’s at the top of my list.

      That’s the other thing about me.

      I make lots of lists. I love organizing chaos and lists make me happy.

      Grocery lists, to do lists, wishlists, goal lists, dream man characteristic trait lists. Reasons not to kill Jonah even though he drives me crazy lists.

      I go through a lot of sticky notes. Last year, for Christmas, Jonah bought me my very own personalized stationary for list-making. Mostly because he was tired of me leaving my sticky notes all over the place.

      “Stationary?” My sister-in-law had scoffed when I told her. “The former bad boy of the UFC bought you stationary?”

      That was when we deduced that he thought I was boring.

      “It has my initials in pretty script font above my name, look,” I’d pointed out.

      Then she’d made that face, the one that said no wonder he thinks you’re boring.

      But today I was going to be brave. I was going to step out of my boring little box and boldly tell Jonah that I was the right one for this position. I’ve been filling in since Eli left and I think I’m doing an excellent job.

      Once I’ve finished walking the dogs and returned them to Jonah’s apartment, I head home to change into something more suitable for our meeting.

      I decide on high-waisted black slacks and a cream silk button down shirt over a matching lace embellished camisole. After spending twenty-minutes debating between black flats and heels, I choose heels because I’m five foot two and Jonah is a foot taller than me as it is. Some added height will bridge that gap at least a little.

      As I’m driving toward Jonah’s office, I check my makeup in the rear view mirror and give myself a pep talk.

      Surely Jonah has noticed what a great job I’ve done filling in for Eli so far. He can’t possibly expect me to be a dog-walker for the rest of my life. Clearly he knows I’m the right one for this position and if he doesn’t, I’ll just have to show him.

      When we were kids, the night before the first day of school every year, Ma used to read this Dr. Seuss book to us

      Oh, the Places You’ll Go.

      I always loved this one part about moving mountains. You’re off to great places. Today is your day. Your mountain is waiting, so get on your way.

      Today was my day. Jonah X was my mountain, and I was going to move him.
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          Jonah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        DECK THE HALLS

      

        

      

      “Then I quit,” Hollis declares, glaring at me from the middle of my office.

      My chest tightens instantly.

      She can’t quit. I need her.

      Damn, I never meant to need her—or anyone for that matter.

      Surely she isn’t serious. “What the hell, Hollis? Why would you quit?”

      She has to be the only dog walker in Boston making forty grand a year. Probably in all of the New England states combined. Not that she hasn’t earned it. She’s always gone above and beyond for my guys, but still.

      She sighs heavily, her dark hair falling forward. I prop my backside against my desk as she comes closer to where I’m standing.

      Fuck, she smells good. Like cookies. Vanilla and cinnamon—something dangerously sweet and addicting.

      She hands me the bag with my lunch from our favorite deli. Veggie spinach wrap with balsamic dressing. “I deserve a shot at the personal assistant job, Jonah. You know I can handle it. You can hire anyone to walk Zeus and Achilles.”

      Maybe she could handle it. I’m just not sure I could.

      I place the wrap on my desk. Clearly this meeting isn’t about eating. “They won’t love them as much as they love you. Who found Z’s favorite chew toy when he lost it at the doggie splash pad this summer?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I did.”

      “And who realized Achilles was sick and needed to go to the vet when he had Parvo after I adopted him from the shelter?”

      “Me,” she answers glumly.

      “And who—”

      She puts her hand up, effectively cutting me off. “I love those guys. I do. But it’s time, Jonah. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life as a dog walker. I’m twenty-four and my parents are driving me crazy about getting a real job.”

      I’m mildly wounded by this. “You have a real job. I pay you.”

      She arches a brow. “Yeah, and you wanna know what my ma said about a man paying me so much to walk his dogs?”

      I frown. “No. What did she say?”

      Hollis opens her mouth, then a blush creeps across her cheeks.

      “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.” She rushes on before I can argue. “The point is, I’ve done a great job filling in since Eli left and you know it. So if you’re not going to give me his job, at least tell me why. Tell me who you’re giving it to and what they have that I don’t.”

      A dick, I think but don’t say. That would likely get me slapped. Hollis is the perfect combination of sweet and sassy. A good girl with a wild, passionate streak.

      She places a hand on the curve of her hip and I almost lose focus.

      She’s mad at me and I don’t want her to be. I try hard not to piss her off on a daily basis.

      “Honestly? You’ve only been doing about half of what Eli did.”

      Her frown deepens. “Why is that?”

      I scrub my hand over my jaw, reminding me that I need to shave. “Because the other parts aren’t appropriate for you to handle. Eli has bought things for me at the adult toy store, Hollis. Have you ever been in the adult toy store? He’s bought my companions lingerie. He’s—”

      “You think I can’t handle those parts?”

      I sigh heavily, doing my best not to think about her handling my parts. “I think a lawsuit would suck. It’d be wrong to ask your sweet and innocent self to do the dirty deeds Eli did.”

      “I’d never sue you. You know that. I want this, Jonah. I need it. I can do it. Let me show you.”

      Fuuuck.

      There are so many things I’d like to let her show me.

      I give a quick shake of my head as if that will erase the x-rated thoughts in my mind.

      “Look how you reacted the last time you saw a woman at my door? Don’t think Jeanine didn’t tell me about my fake illness. I thought it was weird she kept sending messages saying she hoped I felt better soon after being a no-show for our date.” I lift my chin, challenging her. “Deny it, Hollis. Tell me she’s lying and you’d never do such a thing.”

      She’s closer now. When did that happen? Which one of us moved?

      Had to be her. I’m always careful to keep my distance.

      Her gaze skitters across the room. “She had a tacky shirt on, Jonah,” she mumbles. “There was an excessive amount of glitter involved in her outfit.”

      I throw my hands up. “She’s a stripper, Hollis. What the hell do you care what she wears? More importantly, since when is my personal life any of your business? Now, imagine if it actually was.”

      At this, her head snaps up and she’s close enough to reach out and touch.

      “Jonah X,” she says in a mocking tone I don’t appreciate. “Your personal life is a wreck. You need me. I can help you. The WDA runs like a machine. But outside of here, you forget to pick up your dry cleaning, forget to buy dog food, and can’t remember any of the names of the women you go out with.”

      “I’m not exactly sending them Christmas cards, Hollis.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      I let out an annoyed groan. “Guilt tripping me already. Definitely not something I need from an assistant on a daily basis.”

      The truth was, those women all came at me. And they all asked for the same thing.

      One night. No strings attached.

      I gave them what they wanted and had a good time in the process.

      It was a win-win.

      Her eyes narrow as if she can read my thoughts. “Fine. Who’d you give the job to then?”

      “Elaine’s nephew. Dalton.”

      Hollis crosses her arms over her chest. I do my best not to glance at the ample cleavage this produces. “Dalton, whose past work experience includes pizza delivery boy and male hand model?”

      I nod. “He’s a smart enough kid.”

      Smart enough to be an errand boy anyway.

      She purses her mouth in this way she has, like she’s sucking her cheeks in and biting them.

      Taking a deep breath, allowing myself one last inhale of her sweet scent, I step around my desk and move toward my chair.

      “It’s nothing personal, Hollis. There are just parts of being my assistant I’d rather you not be privy to. That’s all.”

      “Why?”

      I don’t respond and she comes closer. Right into the danger zone of my personal space where I work hard never to let her enter.

      “Tell me the truth, Jonah. Why am I only good enough to handle some parts of your life? Don’t you trust me?”

      I trust her. Maybe too much.

      “I do trust you, Hollis. I just don’t want you to see…”

      This shouldn’t be this hard. I don’t want to go into detail but I don’t want her to quit. Meeting her halfway, I touch her chin, tilting it so she’s looking me directly in the eyes.

      She’s not backing down and I don’t have a solid argument for why I won’t at least consider her for the job. Honesty is all I have at this point.

      “You’re the best thing in my life, Hollis. The one good, pure, wholesome thing. I don’t want to ruin you. And believe me, seeing all the inner-workings of my life definitely would.”

      Neither of us moves, we just hold our intense stare. My heart beats harder, thundering loudly through my skull.

      “Ruin me, Jonah,” she breathes. “Pretty please. I want you to.”

      My knees nearly go weak. I’ve had extremely vivid dreams about hearing her utter those exact words.

      In my bed. Beneath me.

      Dropping my hand from her skin before I give into the impulse to grab her and ruin her right here on my desk, I take a step backward.

      “Zeus and Achilles need you. One week of dealing with me regularly and you’d be running for the hills. I won’t corrupt you with what I am. End of discussion.”

      She doesn’t budge. Doesn’t blink.

      “Hollis, did you hear me?”

      She nods slowly. “I heard you.” Her teeth sink deeply into her lower lip.

      If she cries, I’m screwed. I will panic and offer her the job and who knows what the hell else.

      Exhaling harshly, I close my eyes for a brief moment. “Why do you want this position anyway? Elaine will probably retire in a few years. You’re great with people. Human resources might be a better fit for you.”

      She huffs out a sound that’s half annoyed half hurt. “A few years.” I watch as she gives me a quick shake of her head. “I can’t believe you’re not even going to consider giving me a shot.”

      If she knew the truth about what happened two years ago, she wouldn’t be so surprised.

      “I’m sorry, Hollis. If there’s anything else I can do for you, please let me know. But if not…” I move to the door and hold it open for her before this can escalate any further. Or before she can wear down my defenses.

      Taking the hint, she walks over to the door as well. But before she leaves, she stops mere centimeters from me.

      “I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to change your mind about this.”

      “My decision on this matter is final,” I reaffirm.

      She nods. “So is mine.”
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        MAKING A LIST

      

        

      

      “He actually said wholesome?”

      Addi’s face twists into a mask of disgust as if this is the equivalent of him calling me repulsive.

      I nod dejectedly, propping my elbows on the table and resting my chin in my hands.

      “And pure and good,” I add. Salt in the wound.

      “Jesus.” She sips her coffee. “Mmm, I love the holiday lattes.”

      I can’t help but frown. While I enjoy an iced gingerbread latte from Dunks as much as the next girl, this isn’t helping.

      “Okay, so he thinks you’re a Girl Scout. We can work with this.”

      “He already hired someone else, Addi.”

      “Have they started yet?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Eli was usually at the office and I don’t go there all that often. But I haven’t seen Dalton around yet.”

      “So he’s hiring a dude to be his assistant.” I can see the wheels turning in her head. She sets her drink down on the table. “Do you think this is like a chick thing? He thinks you can’t handle it because you’re a sensitive wittle girl?”

      I take a drink of my salted caramel frappe. Coffee is a little bitter for me, and even in the winter, I prefer it blended with ice cream.

      “I think that’s possible. This position is both his personal assistant and professional assistant. He seems more concerned I won’t be able to handle the personal part. But I’ve been taking care of Z and Ache for two years. I’ve been in his apartment to pick them up and drop them off. I’ve picked up his dry cleaning, bought his groceries, and even met some of his uh, companions, as he calls them.”

      “There must be something else then,” she says, her brows dipping inward as she taps her chin with her index finger.

      I nod, licking the whipped cream from my upper lip. “Uh, yeah. He mentioned some things Eli did that he doesn’t want me to do.”

      Her bright blue eyes gleam with excitement under the exposed bulbs in the coffee shop. “Such as?”

      I hesitate, because I know how she is. I know where this can lead. Addi with an idea is more tenacious than Achilles with his favorite chew toy.

      She will literally never let it go.

      “Um, buying sex toys and lingerie for his dates for starters.”

      Her eyes go round. “Wow, okay. What else?”

      “That’s all he mentioned specifically.” I relay the details of our conversation, admitting that he’s right and I haven’t actually been in an adult toy store. I bought my vibrator online after carefully reading dozens of reviews. “I think it’s just the general idea. He had him do his dirty work and he thinks I’m too sweet and innocent to handle it. It’s like he’s afraid of corrupting me or something.”

      She pulls her thick mass of blond curls to one side and pauses thoughtfully. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      She leans forward, lowering her voice a bit. “Are you sure you want this, like one hundred percent positive this is the job you want?”

      I nod. “I know I can do this, Addi. Being his assistant is a career. Being his dog walker feels like a joke.”

      She regards me warily. “Look, it wouldn’t be the craziest thing if you had a little crush on this guy. You’re both young, attractive, single adults. Mikey tries to ignore the fact that you’re a grown woman and all, but the rest of us are fully aware. Even Tony. They both see the way guys watch you at the bar. That’s why they moved you behind it instead of having you continue to wait tables.”

      “I don’t have a crush on anyone. But yes, I’m all grown up now. Thanks for noticing. Your point?”

      “I’m just saying, if you want this job, like really want it, I can help you. But if this is just a way to get closer to a man who will eventually shatter your sweet little heart and soul, I think you should stick to dog walking and keep your distance.”

      I turn my cup around and around in my hands then stir it with my straw. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find him attractive. I do have eyes you know. But it’s not about that. It’s about being taken seriously, about having my own career, one where I don’t have to scoop dog poop in front of everyone at the park, and one where I will actually be a part of the Wildlife Defense Alliance. I’d get benefits, insurance, paid time off, and everything.”

      Her expression warms and her eyes soften. “I understand, Hollis. For the record, I think you deserve whatever makes you happy. And I don’t know your boss, other than seeing him fight years ago on television, but if you did want something more with him, he’d be a damn fool to turn you down.”

      I shake my head. “I could never…I’m not…” The thought of me and Jonah, in that way, has me tongue-tied. “I’m not his type, Addi. He doesn’t see me that way. Trust me.”

      She smiles but there’s something patronizing about it. “He has eyes, you know. And he’s a man. I’d bet my Louis Vuitton bag he’s imagined the two of you together in many ways.”

      She’s wrong. I tried once.

      One very humiliating attempt a year ago, after I brought Zeus back from the vet, Jonah and I played a racing game on his fancy game console while he waited for his date to arrive. We were having so much fun—throwing popcorn at the screen, laughing at his temper tantrum when I beat him (perk of having two older brothers), talking about the dogs—I got caught up and lost my head. I leaned against him, and when the laughter subsided, our eyes met and I thought it was A Moment.

      It wasn’t.

      I leaned in to kiss him or to let him kiss me and he moved, standing abruptly when the doorbell rang. I nearly fell off the couch and he left with his date as if he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

      He called out “don’t forget to lock up when you leave,” and the words stabbed a soft spot I didn’t know I’d had.

      After that night, a gallon of caramel cheesecake swirl ice cream and half a pint of Jack Daniels, I closed myself off to ever thinking of him in that way.

      Yeah, he’s sexy, successful, and slightly dangerous. But he’s also guarded, complicated, and I’m certain his sexual appetite far surpasses the abilities of a virgin who still lives with her parents.

      It was probably for the best that nothing had happened.

      “Give me a piece of paper,” Addi demands, yanking me out of my memory. “And a pen.”

      “You have an eleven hundred dollar purse and you don’t have a pen in it?” I know the price because my brother saved up months of his cop salary to get it for her last Christmas. And he still brings it up anytime she asks for something new.

      She clutches the bag in question lovingly to her chest. “You don’t put ink pens—that could leak ink—in Louis.”

      I hand her a pen “Here.” I continue to dig through my bag. “I have paper in here somewhere.”

      I know I recently jotted down a recipe for lemon blueberry vegan muffins for Jonah on a piece of the stationary he gave me. It should still be in my purse.

      When I locate and produce it, she takes it eagerly. I watch as she flips the recipe over to the blank side, places the pen to her lips for a second, then begins writing furiously.

      “First, you need to go to the adult toy store, Hollis. Forget Jonah. You need to go for yourself.” She scribbles out something I can’t decipher from where I’m sitting. “You’ve had the same vibrator for years. Get a couple new ones and try them out. Trust me, you’ll see colors you haven’t seen before.”

      “Jesus, Addi.”

      She nods thoughtfully. “Yeah, you might see Him too.”

      I nearly choke on my drink.

      Addi is the sister I never had and always wanted. She’s not everyone’s cup of tea—she’s crass, loud, and opinionated—but she’s mine and I love her. No way I could talk to Mikey or Tony about this stuff. They don’t like me walking Jonah’s dogs, they sure wouldn’t want me buying his sex toys.

      “Let’s see.” She raps the pen loudly against the table before diving back into her list. “Next up, lingerie. Oh yeah, this will show him. Dalton ain’t got shit on you.”

      Finishing my drink while she continues, I watch her scrawling in her large loopy-lettered handwriting until she’s out of room.

      When she’s finished, I reach for it, but she holds it to her chest.

      “I want you to have an open-mind, Hollis. Remember, this is your career we’re talking about. Your livelihood. I know it’s a lot to take in. But remember, what your ma says. How do you eat an elephant?”

      I’m growing impatient. “One bite at a time. Lemme see what you got.”

      “That’s right.” She places the list on the table and I feel my eyes go wide as I take in her instructions.

      Lifting it as if it might self-destruct in my hands, I glance up at her. “You’re sure this is…I mean…how am I supposed to…” I set it back down and shake my head.

      Her list is short but each task is crazier than the last.

      
        	Buy an adult toy. Buy a couple and test them out so you can give him a full consumer report. The curved pink silicone one in the black box with the small piece on the top is my favorite. It’s waterproof. Use it in the bathtub or shower for best results.

        	Model the sexiest lingerie you can find. Use your best ASSets. Bet Dalton won’t go the extra mile like you can.

        	Break a law to get him something he needs. Shows dedication and that you’re not as goody two shoes as he thinks you are.

        	Find out his deepest, darkest secret and keep it safe. Show him he can trust you.

        	Forgive him when he does something stupid—which he will because he’s a man. Show him you can handle him and the job without messy female emotions getting in the way.

        	Speaking of, don’t, no matter what happens, fall in love with him. You can’t make love to him ever! But if you fuck him, I want details. No prolonged eye contact. Be sure to sit on his handsome face.

      

      “You’re insane,” I say when I finally meet her waiting stare. “Completely.” I fold her ridiculous list and toss it back into my purse. “You know I can’t do those things. And you’re the wife of a law enforcement officer telling me to break the law. Nice, Addi.”

      “What? I’m telling you, that’s it. Right there. The key to this job you want. No way in hell he wouldn’t give it to you after all that. The job and some D if you want it.”

      I snort out a laugh. “Yeah, okay.”

      “You tried to talking to him, right?” I don’t nod because I already feel like a bobble head, but she knows the answer so she continues. “He thinks you’re too pure for his world. The only way you’re getting what you want is if you prove him wrong, Hol. You’ve been working for him for two years and how much upward mobility has there been? Um, none. So either put your big girl panties on and get to it, or find a job elsewhere that doesn’t involve dog shit.”

      A small voice inside me says she’s right. Maybe I could do the first three or four on the list. Maybe even five.

      Six has jammed itself into my brain.

      I could never sit on Jonah’s face.

      Addi is just being Addi. Surely she included that one as a joke.

      I inhale a lung full of courage. “You’re right. I can do this.”

      I will do it. I’ll show him. And I’ll get this job and finally start my actual adult life that includes my own condo and a viable career.

      “I know you can,” she says while sliding out of the booth. “I have to get to work but keep me posted, okay? You got this.”

      “Sucks that we both work on Saturdays.”

      Addi scrunches her petite features. “I know, precious. We need a girls’ weekend. Maybe one day. When we’re rich and famous.”

      She owns a small shop where she does hair. Salon Blonde is where she met my brother three years ago when he came in for a haircut and came out with her phone number. I make a mental note to get her to trim my ends soon.

      “Here’s to one day,” I say, knocking my empty drink cup against hers. We share a quick goodbye hug and I toss my empty cup in the barrel on the way out.

      The sharp, cold December wind stings my face as I step onto the sidewalk.

      I should be freezing since I forgot my jacket in the car, but the mental image of modeling lingerie for Jonah has me warming up from the inside out.

      I look at the list again once I’m alone in my car.

      It’s a very naughty list. But Addi is right. My way didn’t work and he shut me down completely.

      Number six makes me hot all over.

      I’m practically sweating by the time I make it to pick up the dogs.
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        CHECKING IT TWICE

      

        

      

      Monday morning I make Jonah the lemon blueberry vegan muffins in hopes of softening him for another conversation about the assistant position.

      My phone chimes on the counter. I wipe my hands on a towel and retrieve it. When I click on the text notification, I see a message from Addi.

      How’s the naughty list coming?

      Leaning against the counter, I message her back.

      I dropped off his dry cleaning and walked the dogs Saturday afternoon like always. He wasn’t home. I haven’t see him since he shut me down Friday. I’m taking him muffins this morning.

      Addi sends back the eye roll emoji. Then, I didn’t say shit about muffins. Unless you’re letting him butter yours, muffins won’t make a difference.

      I shake my head as if she can see me.

      I don’t want to get this position on my back. I want it because I deserve it.

      She doesn’t respond right away so I get the muffins out of the oven and place them on the cooling rack.

      They look gorgeous, the perfect shade of golden with bluish-purple berries bursting in the light, fluffy cake. I break one in half and blow on it.

      Since working for Jonah, I’ve been trying a lot of new Vegan recipes. My family hasn’t loved them, but I’ve enjoyed a few I’ve made so far.

      Before I take a bite, Addi’s response comes through.

      Making a man muffins is the equivalent of saying come see how sweet I taste, big boy.

      She’s a mess.

      Granted, she’s a lot more knowledgable about the opposite sex than me. But no one’s buttering any muffins. I am going to show Jonah that I can handle everything he thinks I can’t.

      I update her on my progress.

      I made an extremely productive trip to the adult toy store Saturday night and I spent yesterday compiling data.

      Her response comes quickly.

      Sore?

      Actually, my clit kind of is. I send the laughing emoji and A little. Heading to the lingerie store you recommended later today.

      She sends back Good luck.

      I send a winky face.

      I can do this.

      Biting into a muffin, I moan because it’s amazing. The perfect mix of sugary sweetness, lemony tartness, and a melt in your mouth explosion of blueberry goodness.

      I got this.

      I so got this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jonah’s kitchen is a chef’s wet dream. Granite and stainless steel from floor to ceiling.

      After I use my key to let myself into his high-rise apartment, I set the muffins on the counter. My parents’ house is a good twenty-minutes away with traffic, so they aren’t as fresh and warm as they were out of the oven, but they’re still good. Apparently they’re still quite fragrant because Achilles begins mauling me the second he gets a whiff.

      “Down, boy,” I command.

      “That’s what she said,” Jonah mutters, sauntering into the kitchen wearing nothing but a towel around his waist.

      “Good morning to you, too. Want coffee with your muffins?”

      This isn’t this first time I’ve seen him like this, but my heart and lungs have no chill.

      He nods and I busy myself making his breakfast even though I’m technically only here for the dogs.

      Even when I’m not looking, the image of his bare chest is burned behind my retinas.

      He’s solid muscle, every inch of him rock hard definition moving rhythmically as he uses a hand towel to dry his hair. He passes close beside me to toss it into the laundry room and I stand stock still.

      Focus.

      If I get the job as his assistant, seeing him half dressed could be part of my morning routine. I cannot show him an ounce of weakness.

      But tearing my eyes away from the masterpiece that is his body is no easy task.

      Once I finish his coffee in the French press and hand it over, I fix mine, pouring it over ice and adding lots of sweetened creamer while allowing myself one more indulgent glance.

      He checks something on his phone, turning his back to me. Across the width of his shoulders is the infamous X from his name. What it stands for, the world may never know. He turns to sit one of the barstools, and I see the animal tattoos that adorn his chest. He told me once that they are the first ones he rescued on his travels. Wolves, an eagle, a leopard, and a raven. Some tribal symbols from the people he met. Down his arms the wildlife transforms into boxing gloves that I’ve never asked about. On his other shoulder is a shattered American flag, which he told me he got when he found out an issue with his spine wouldn’t allow him to go into the Marine Corps.

      Somewhere in the mix of his left sleeve is a compass, a clock, and on his forearm there’s a number—six digits he’s also never mentioned the meaning of. 032513. His left ribcage contains an Irish flag, which I’ve always assumed has to do with his heritage. There are latin words below the X on his back and I Googled them once. They mean ‘son of no one,” and also ‘outsider,’ which broke my heart when I saw the translation. It still breaks my heart a little now.

      All of it seems so random, but on his skin it’s somehow seamless. Perfect.

      The illustrated history of the illusive Jonah X.

      “Damn, these are good,” Jonah says after swallowing a mouthful of muffin. I’m pulled from my greedy perusal and in need of oxygen. Apparently I haven’t been breathing.

      “I’m glad you like them. It’s a new recipe.”

      “I love them. I could eat them all right now, but I need to get to the office. You swear they’re vegan?”

      I laugh. He says this every time I make something he enjoys. I think his switch to veganism came from bonding with endangered animals and now he feels wrong eating meat. But I know he misses it. I’ve caught him salivating over my ma’s meatball sandwiches at lunch. I told him cows weren’t endangered but he just shook his head.

      “I swear. I have the recipe with me if you don’t believe me.”

      “Let’s see it,” he challenges.

      I can understand why. The last vegan muffins I tried to make tasted like cardboard. Jonah said the paper wrappers probably tasted better.

      I fish it out of my purse and set it on the counter.

      “Look.” I point at the recipe. “Flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, lemon zest, salt, almond milk, vanilla, lemon juice, and fresh blueberries. The streusel on top has some vegan butter in it, but that’s everything. Promise.”

      He leans close enough that I can smell the sharp clean scent of his body wash and expensive aftershave.

      “Huh. Well they’re way better than the last ones.” He inhales another one.

      My teeth dig into my lower lip and tug. “Um, yeah. I over-mixed those. And I didn’t know you were supposed to mix your wet and dry ingredients separately. This recipe had more detailed instructions than the last one.”

      His eyes drop to my mouth while I’m speaking but I’m not sure why. Jonah doesn’t see me like that. He never looks at my mouth.

      Maybe the way to his heart really is through his stomach.

      “Can I keep this?” He retrieves the recipe from the countertop. “I might have Erma make a big batch for some friends of mine.”

      Erma is his housekeeper and she’s an amazing cook. She’s the same age as my grandpa. I tried to set them up once before his Alzheimer’s got bad.

      “Mmhm.” I’m temporarily stunned from the way he was openly watching my lips move. His eyes meet mine and our faces are still close enough to touch.

      “Thanks. Don’t give the dogs any of my muffins,” he teases, finally breaking eye contact.

      I glance down at my feet. Zeus gave up long ago but Achilles is still staring longingly up at me.

      Jonah moves to exit the kitchen with the recipe in hand and my brain resumes full function once he’s out of my personal space.

      “Jonah, wait.”

      He turns, his hip bones doing that sexy V thing that make my mouth water.

      “I actually need the recipe back.” My body shifts into panic mode as he regards me warily. “I’ll type you up a cleaner copy. I need to make a few adjustments anyway, maybe add some canola oil, and I can’t remember what website I got that one from.”

      My heart is racing and my words are coming out on top of one another.

      Jonah’s bewildered expression says I’m acting as crazed as I feel.

      He doesn’t make a move to give it back.

      “Jonah, seriously. I need that one. Please.”

      I have no poker face. I’m practically begging and that is not like me.

      “You need it?” He cocks his head to the side, amusement dancing in his eyes.

      For a few seconds, I worry he’s going to pull some big brother crap on me—hold it over my head and make me jump for it or something. I get enough of that from Mikey and Tony. I definitely don’t need it from Jonah.

      Thankfully he just shakes his head and starts to hand it back to me.

      Until his eyes catch the writing on the back.

      “What’s this?” He glances at me then back at the list. “Your Christmas wishlist on here, Rossi?”

      “Give it back, Jonah. I’m serious.” Oh God.  I can’t breathe.

      I reach for it and he steps backward. “Hang on a minute. I need to know what to get you for Christmas.”

      His eyebrows shoot up as soon as he makes out the words. His lips move as he reads. I never noticed that before.

      I give myself a mental slap for losing sight of what’s important here.

      “Adult toys, lingerie, and law breaking?” Jonah nods appreciatively. “Aren’t you a busy little elf this holiday season?”

      “Shut up. My sister-in-law wrote that. She thought it would show you that I deserve the job.” I sigh heavily. “You’ve had your fun. Now give it back.”

      He hasn’t made it to number six yet.

      Please, sweet baby Jesus, don’t let him make it to number six.

      “Hang on,” he says, reaching out and keeping me at arm’s length. “What else have we got here?”

      “Jonah!” I make a grab for the list, swiping my hand wildly, hoping to at least tear it.

      I miss, catching his towel instead.

      In one split-second, my entire universe takes a hard left.

      Jonah’s towel falls and he is naked, holding a piece of paper that suggests I sit on his face.

      All I can do is put my hand over my mouth.

      Maybe I should’ve covered my eyes instead, but screw that. That delicious V of his hips leads exactly where I knew it would. To a close-shaved patch of dark hair above Jonah’s thick, jutting cock. It’s not fully hard, but it’s not fully soft either. Meaning this conversation is doing something for him. I’m doing something for him.

      Suddenly I know exactly what I want for Christmas.

      “You’re staring, Hollis,” he says evenly.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “I know you didn’t. But now you have. What should we do about that?”

      I hear him picking up the towel and wrapping it around his waist again.

      “I don’t know,” I say, opening my eyes slowly. “What do you want to do about it?”

      My entire body heats to a dangerous degree as blood pumps hard and hot through my core.

      Jonah doesn’t answer. He just hands the list to me. It hardly seems to matter now.

      “Thanks,” I mumble as I stuff it back into my purse.

      “You’re welcome.”

      His chest expands with every breath. I’m not the only one struggling to recover from what just happened.

      “I am sorry for assaulting you. I swear I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

      But I am not sorry I saw your beautiful dick so now I can fantasize accurately.

      He nods, a hint of a grin teasing his full masculine lips. “It’s okay. We’re adults. Pretty sure you knew I had a dick.”

      Yeah, but I couldn’t have picked out of a lineup before.

      Now I can.

      “Do you want me to show you my boobs?” I shrug. “Even the score?”

      His eyebrows lift abruptly. “Tempting. But probably not a good idea.” He turns away from me somewhat brusquely, heading toward his bedroom. “We’re too old for games,” he calls over his shoulder as if it’s an afterthought. “There’s no score.”

      Ignoring the sting of rejection—which is ridiculous since I was only kidding…mostly, I gather the chew toys and attach the boys to their leashes.

      “Bet you guys wouldn’t turn down an offer to see my boobs,” I mumble, taking turns scratching behind their ears.

      The only men I can count on have four legs and drool issues.

      Maybe Jonah’s right. Maybe we’re too old for games.

      Or maybe he’s afraid I might win.
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        MY TRUE LOVE GAVE TO ME

      

        

      

      The following morning I’m trying my best to forget I ever saw Hollis’s list of ways to destroy me when she blows into my office like a hurricane, dumping five vibrators noisily onto my desk.

      Pink. Purple. Black. Some boxes are larger than others.

      “What the fu—”

      “I’ve numbered them in order from most effective to least effective,” Hollis informs me matter-of-factly as she slaps a folder down beside the sex toys. “Don’t worry, I bought duplicates. These haven’t been used. I kept a set for myself. And I’ve typed up a report on each of them. On the last page you’ll find a color-coded chart that compares and contrasts each of their features.”

      She’s obviously lost her mind.

      “Okay. And the purpose of this would be…”

      She narrows her eyes. “You know the purpose. You think I can’t handle the adult toy store? Please. The manager invited me to her wedding before I left.”

      This doesn’t surprise me. Hollis is lovable as fuck. Hence why I keep my distance.

      “Hollis, this isn’t necessary. I told you. You’re not—”

      “Stop telling me what I’m not, Jonah. Give me a chance to show you what I am.”

      Another bag. More boxes. Raining down on my desk.

      Zeus perks up from his bed beside my couch. He hasn’t been eating much or acting quite like himself, so I brought him to work with me.

      “These treats aren’t for you, Z,” Hollis tells him.

      I glance down out of curiosity.

      Three boxes. Each one a different type of restraints.

      “These have the highest rating online,” Hollis informs me, pointing to the black box with red script on it. “KeKe, the manager, says the leather ones pinch and the soft velcro ones are actually her favorite. I couldn’t test them on my own but I tried them around my ankles and wrists and she’s right. The soft ones are the best. She said you can put the straps under the mattress then—”

      “Enough,” I roar, because the image of her restrained is too much. Zeus lifts his head in concern so I lower my voice. “Take your toys and go. You’ve made your point.”

      With a self-satisfied smirk, Hollis empties the rest of the bag containing fuzzy handcuffs, vibrating anal plugs, and edible underwear onto my desk.

      “These are the best sellers. We can make a list of what you’re into and I can customize future shopping lists to your needs. Whips, blindfolds, riding crops, collars, whatever you prefer. They had a really impressive selection.”

      I’ve had all of this that I can take.

      I stand, adjusting myself so the tightening in the crotch of my pants isn’t obvious, and smirk at her in a way I know she finds annoying.

      “This is really cute, Hollis. I appreciate the effort. Truly, I do.” The confidence begins to fade from her eyes. “I know it probably took a lot of courage to face the big bad dildos, but your little list isn’t going to change anything. This position isn’t for you and deep down you know I’m right.”

      Zeus stands and moves toward Hollis protectively. He doesn’t like me talking to her this way, intimidating her. That makes two of us.

      “You’re wrong, Jonah,” she says evenly, patting Zeus on the head, signaling him to relax. “You’ll see. No one could do this job better than me. We have a meeting at three-thirty today. I put it on your calendar. Meet me at the address I specified. I’ve put the directions into your GPS already.”

      Exhaling heavily, I cross my arms. “I told you, I’m not playing these games. I have more important things to do.”

      She flinches, barely. But I see it.

      It’s impressive that she keeps her chin up even as I tear her efforts down.

      “No games. After this meeting, if you still don’t think I can handle the job, I’ll drop it. Swear it.”

      There has to be a catch. “What’s the catch?”

      She shrugs one shoulder noncommittally. “No catch. I’m putting my best foot forward at this meeting. If you still don’t see that I’m a better choice than the pizza boy, I’ll drop it. Forever.”

      She’s trying to be nonchalant but there’s an undercurrent of fear beneath her calm exterior.

      “Okay then. One meeting. Why can’t we do it here?”

      Meet here. I should’ve said meet here. Note to self, don’t say do it to your sexy dog walker. Ever.

      She doesn’t seem to pick up on my discomfort. “Because…the meeting needs to be on location. There are wardrobe changes involved and it’s important that you get the full effect of my presentation.”

      I rake a hand through my hair. I’ve got to pull it together. I’m even stressing Z out. It would be easier to calm myself if there wasn’t a desk full of sex toys between us.

      “Fine. Three-thirty. I’ll be there. And you’ll drop this insanity afterward?”

      She nods. “If you really don’t think I’m the right person for the job after our meeting, then yes. I will.”

      “Hollis…I’m serious. I appreciate the point you’re trying to make but—”

      “See you later, boss,” she says, whirling away from me. She clips a leash onto Zeus and they leave me alone with a desk full of new toys.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, my GPS leads me to a store with a French name I don’t recognize.

      A mannequin in the window wears pale blue lace lingerie and a fancy hat.

      What the hell has Hollis gotten me into?

      This has to be that damn list. Her sister or sister-in-law or whoever’s crazy scheming ideas about how Hollis could prove she deserves the position as my assistant.

      I got the consumer reports on the sex toys. Now I get the lingerie.

      Here goes nothing.

      I slam the Range Rover into park and shut off the engine.

      Surely Hollis Rossi is not about to model lingerie for me. She’s definitely too shy for that. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her swear and she’s always dressed modestly.

      After this, we can stop this nonsense and go back to our regularly scheduled lives. Finally. If she wants me to sit through the Victoria’s Secret fashion show, so be it.

      I survived a year in a damn jungle. Several years in an octagon with men wanting to kill me. And scarier than either of those, my childhood.

      I can handle anything Hollis Rossi throws at me.

      I’m still repeating the mantra in my head when I enter the store and a bell chimes overhead.

      Thankfully, Hollis is fully clothed when I walk into the frilly store. She holds an armful of lingerie while talking to an older woman. Her face lights up when she sees me.

      “There he is, Madeline. Didn’t I tell you he’d be right on time?”

      The store is empty save for us and one other lady minding her own business, but this is why I have a personal assistant.

      I don’t shop. I hardly go into public at all if I can help it.

      “This is where you want to have a meeting, Hollis?” I say in lieu of a greeting. “Not exactly the most ideal location for a business meeting if I’m being honest.”

      Hollis remains unfazed by my attitude.

      “Madeline, this is my boss, Jonah. Jonah, Madeline here has owned and operated this store for eleven years. She has three daughters and four beautiful grandchildren.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I offer as kindly as I can manage. Of course Hollis already knows this woman’s life story. She’ll probably send her grandkids Christmas presents.

      Madeline smiles sweetly at me and then at Hollis. “You were right. He’s very handsome.”

      Hollis winks at me.

      “Shall we?” Madeline offers, extending an arm toward a curtain that leads to God knows where.

      I widen my eyes at Hollis. She smiles mischievously.

      “Come, Jonah,” she whispers, her words shooting straight to my dick. “We don’t want to disappoint Madeline.”

      This woman makes me insane.

      “Yes, of course. Can’t have that.”

      The next thing I know, I’m sitting in a periwinkle chair that feels like a cloud in a room full of mirrors. Half-naked mannequins surround me.

      Like a fun house from my dirtiest dreams.

      I wait for what feels like forever while various women come in and out of the stalls, chatting with Madeline, then with Hollis. A few of them sneak glances at me here and there but I’m careful not to make eye contact.

      The press would just love to get a whiff of this. They’ve hit me hard with nothing but negative publicity since I left the UFC. One grainy cell phone photo of me here and the front page of tomorrow’s paper would probably accuse me of cross-dressing.

      I focus on my phone, scrolling through work E-mails, pretending the anxiety of not knowing what the hell is about to happen isn’t driving me mad.

      Finally, Hollis closes the curtains on three of the dressing rooms and claps her hands.

      “Jonah, if we can have your attention, I think you’ll find exactly what you’re looking for.”

      What I’m looking for. Right.

      “And what is that, Hollis? Women’s underwear?”

      She smiles patiently. “I spoke with Eli and whether you know it or not, most of the things you’ve purchased this past year come from Madeline’s shop. So I spoke with Madeline and she informed me that she has a VIP subscription box we can sign up for. Every month, you’ll receive custom, hand-picked items fitting of your taste.”

      I lean back in the chair.

      Fine. She wants to attempt to push my buttons, I can humor her.

      “So we determine my taste with a fashion show?” I scratch my eyebrow with one finger. “What about sizes, Hollis? This isn’t a one-size fits all situation. I think you know that.”

      “Ladies,” she says with a cheshire cat grin that makes me nervous. “Let’s show him what we got.”

      Three curtains open and three different sized and shaped women stand clad in lace and leather and a see-through fabric I don’t have a name for.

      The redhead on the end is tall and thin like a runway model. The blonde is petite but with supple curves. The brunette is a mix of the other two. Slightly taller than the redhead but thicker and shapelier than the blonde.

      Each of them dons a different theme. The redhead wears dominatrix leather. The blonde has on a frilly pink number and the brunette barely wears anything more than a few scraps of lace but the colors are tasteful, neutral.

      “One,” Hollis says pointing at Red. “Two.” She gestures to the blonde. “And three,” she says, smiling warmly at the brunette. “Jonah, if you’ll simply tell us, each round, which number you prefer, Madeline will customize your online profile based on your choices. All of the designs come in a wide range of sizes.”

      Each round.

      Christ. I might as well be back in the octagon.

      “This way,” she continues. “At all times, you’ll have plenty of options on hand to choose from for your companions and your assistant won’t have to make any mad dashes to the lingerie store at the last minute.”

      Her eyes meet mine. The message in them is clear.

      Checkmate.

      What can I say? She’s literally thought of everything.

      I get comfortable in the chair and attempt to relax. She’s worked hard to set this up. Only real option here is to play along. “Two,” I say evenly. “And three.”

      She nods. “Thank you, ladies. Next.”

      Madeline uses an iPad to mark my choices.

      And so it goes. Round after round. At some point, Madeline brings me a water and asks if I need anything stronger.

      I decline.

      It’s a decision I come to regret when Hollis dismisses the girls and disappears into the back with the storeowner.

      I’m just about to call out and ask if we’re done here, when Hollis returns. Alone. Wearing a short red silk robe that ends at the lower curve of her pert ass.

      It reminds me of the outfit she wore the day we met. Hollis is dangerous in red.

      Her legs are bare and I know this is about to veer off into a direction I’m not prepared to travel.

      “You’re staring, Jonah,” she says softly.

      Propping my elbow on the chair, I rest my head against my fist and shake my head.

      “Christ, Hollis.” I clear my throat. “I’m a man and you’re…”

      Fucking gorgeous. Breathtaking. Damn near irresistible.

      Killing me.

      “An employee,” I finish because it’s the truth.

      She fidgets nervously, wringing her hands together in front of her.

      “I loved this one. I wanted you to see it, get the full effect, but Madeline didn’t have it in stock in any of the models’ sizes.”

      Time stands still, a wrenching ache making itself known in my gut as she lowers the robe.

      Only tiny red bows cover her nipples and the mouthwatering juncture at her thighs. They’re connected by some tiny scraps of lace and a silk ribbon.

      She’s literally a gift to unwrap.

      Testosterone floods my body, filling me with a possessive urge to claim her. Here. Now.

      For hours on end.

      My lungs are decimated at the sight of her exposed flesh, refusing to fill as fast as I need them to.

      I knew she had a nice body but I typically only see her in leggings and sweatshirts. It was easier to pretend she wasn’t a walking, talking wet dream when she was covered.

      “Do you like it?”

      Do I like it?

      I want to tear it off with my teeth.

      A chiming bell from the front of the store rings and all I can think is what if that’s a man? I don’t want anyone seeing the exposed parts of Hollis’s beautiful body.

      I stand abruptly, blocking the view of her should anyone venture back here. We overhear Madeline greeting someone. A male voice responds and I bull-rush Hollis into the nearest dressing room stall, yanking the curtain closed behind us.

      “Jonah,” she breathes, wide-eyed and clearly stunned by my behavior.

      I can relate.

      “Sorry,” I say, wishing I actually was. “I didn’t want some random dude seeing so much of you.”

      Her eyes darken visibly, the dressing room lights glinting off them in a way that makes her appear less like the wholesome woman I’ve come to know and more like an otherworldly vixen sent here to convince me everything I thought I knew is wrong.

      “You never said if you liked what I’m wearing.” Her voice is breathy as it fills the tight space between us.

      I allow my eyes to roam greedily over every exposed inch of her skin before meeting her gaze.

      “If there are angels in Hell, Hollis, ones you get to lust after for all of eternity and are never allowed to touch, I expect this is exactly what they look like.”

      She licks her lips slowly, making it hard for me to think straight. I’m so close to her skin that her scent fills my head. That vanilla cinnamon scent that makes me ache to taste her.

      “So you enjoyed those other women parading around half naked for you, but I make you feel like you’re in Hell.” She nods as if this is hurtful, but I can tell she’s taunting me. Her lips are still fighting back a grin. “I see how it is.”

      “If I step any closer, you’re going to feel how it is, Rossi.” As in, my stiff cock will be poking you eagerly, worse than Achilles begging for attention.

      Blatant desire swirls in her dark pupils. I’m not sure if it’s hers or mine reflected back at me.

      Neon red warning signs flash danger behind my own eyes, but I can’t force myself to back away from her. I’m too far gone now to remove myself from the situation.

      “Tell me the truth, Rossi. This really about the job, or something else?”

      What do you want from me, woman?

      Her full, round, partially-exposed tits heave between us. I would sell my soul to put my mouth on them right now. Mine and anyone else’s I could get my hands on.

      Her eyes narrow, but still linger on my lips.

      “I don’t want to get this job on my back if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I gesture to her body. “That’s one hell of a getup for someone trying to earn it on merit.”

      Her jaw clenches and her mood shifts instantly. It’s disappointment instead of desire coloring her features now. “You’re missing the point.”

      “Am I? Probably because I can’t think straight with your body on display like this. Find a red-blooded male who could.”

      She sighs and pulls the robe around her, effectively blocking my view and allowing some oxygen to return to my brain.

      “The point is, the things you need your assistant to do, personal or professional, I can do them. All of them, Jonah. I can definitely do them better than Dalton and maybe even better than Eli. Because whatever you ask of me, I will go above and beyond each and every time. Always.”

      I know that already.

      She was just supposed to walk the dogs when I first hired her and yet, she feeds them daily, researches the best dietary options for their respective breeds, takes them to the vet, gets them groomed, and makes sure they stay up to date on their vaccinations. She even takes them to get their teeth cleaned regularly for fuck’s sake.

      Sighing, I take a step backward. “I know that, Hollis.”

      She folds her arms defiantly and her lower lip juts out. The sexiest version of pouting I’ve ever seen.

      “Then what the heck, Jonah? What’s the problem? Why give the job to the pizza boy over me?”

      Because you say things like ‘what the heck.’

      I shake my head. “I’ve told you why. You are the one good thing in my life and I’d like to keep it that way. If you were my PA, it would get complicated. All that time together, all the…whatever the fuck it is when two people spend day after day in close proximity—”

      “Intimacy,” she breaks in. “That’s the issue? You’re afraid of intimacy?”

      She might as well have said oh, I see now. The problem is you’re a pussy.

      “I’m not afraid of anything, Rossi,” I practically growl, my testosterone level rising once more. “Frankly, if you don’t put some clothes on in the next thirty seconds, it’s about to get real intimate in here. As in, my mouth is going to intimately explore every inch of your edible body. Which will complicate things and I don’t do complications.”

      Her face loses the battle with the blush creeping up her neck from her chest.

      I take another step back because I have to before I lose control completely.

      “What’s next on your damn list?”

      She averts her gaze. “Um, break a law to give you something you want.”

      I sigh heavily. “Well, we’re about two seconds from me sexually assaulting you in a public place, so check that one off too.”

      Her coy smile returns. “There are worse things.”

      I’m about to ask if that’s what she’s aiming for when the curtain flies open, metal rings on the tension rod scraping loudly and startling us both.

      A uniformed police officer stands there and I’m speechless.

      What the fuck? We haven’t actually broken any laws yet.

      “Mikey?” Hollis screeches just before everything goes black.
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      “I can’t believe Mikey actually punched out Jonah X,” I hear one of my dad’s old cronies say for the tenth time tonight while I’m wiping down the bar.

      “It was a cheap shot,” I mutter because it was.

      Jonah was caught off guard by my brother. I was right there and hadn’t seen it coming either.

      Thanks to Addi. She told her husband what I was up to with Jonah and he ended up punching my boss in the face.

      Tony’s Tavern, the bar my non-punching brother and my retired dad run together has been packed since I got here at six. From the sounds of it, bad news travels fast.

      Shawna Mills, our resident bar fly, leans toward me. “Say, Hollis, what were you doing in a dressing room with your boss anyway?”

      “He was helping her get undressed is what I heard,” her friend Lola Bishop says while lighting a cigarette. “Can’t say I blame you, girl. He’s fine as fu—”

      “Jonah X,” someone else calls out and I’m ready to scream.

      “Enough.” I slam my towel down on the bar and point at Tony. “I’m taking my break.”

      “But Jonah—” Tony begins before I cut him off.

      “If I hear that name one more time, I’m going to quit here and now. I’m tired of this whole place knowing my business. And you fools don’t even tell it right.”

      “—is right there,” my brother finishes, tilting his head toward my next customer.

      Jonah, in all his black leather motorcycle-jacket-wearing glory plants himself on a stool at the bar. I didn’t even know he knew where this place was.

      He doesn’t go out in public much, definitely not around a bunch of drunk dudes that like to talk trash about him walking away from the UFC.

      “Jonah?”

      He leans in to be heard over the din. “I think, technically, you have to quit now, per your last statement.”

      I can’t even form the thoughts necessary to respond to that.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His nose is still swollen across the bridge, but thankfully there’s no trace of any bruising on his face.

      He glances from me to Tony and back again. “I came to talk to your brother. Uh, the cop one. What happened today…I can understand how he felt. I don’t have a sister, but if I did, and I saw what he saw, I would’ve reacted the same way.”

      Tony’s eyes are trained on Jonah but he’s much more laid back than Mikey. “He’ll be here when he gets off. Sometime around ten if you want to hang around.” His attention shifts to me. “Get him a beer. On the house. I’ll go tell the guys to cool it.”

      Tony’s still my brother, so no doubt he isn’t thrilled about whatever Mikey told him. But he’s a businessman. Jonah making an appearance in his bar will bring in patrons far better than any advertising ever could. The last thing he wants is someone running him off.

      “What are you drinking?”

      Jonah gives me a weak grin. “I’m not. You know that.”

      He’s never said why, but Jonah never drinks. I’ve never seen alcohol anywhere near him.

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” I mumble, wiping moisture off the glass I just rinsed for him. “Want a soda?”

      “Water is good.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek. “Hm, yes it is. But you can’t order it in here.”

      His brows draw inward. “And why is that?”

      “Just trust me.” Jonah already has a target on his back, if any of the regulars see him drinking water they’ll laugh him out of here.

      “Here,” I hand him a glass of iced tea. “If anyone asks, we’ll say it’s a Long Island.”

      He lifts it in an appreciative gesture before taking a drink.

      “Did you ice your nose? For the swelling?”

      He sets the glass down and looks at me like I’m joking.

      “Hollis, I’ve taken way harder hits than that. Even before the octagon. Trust me, I’m fine.”

      “You should still ice it.”

      He lets out a small chuff of laughter. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”

      Several customers begin to crowd the bar area. Primarily of the female persuasion. A few of them are already slurring their words. Bachelorette party, I think, and they’re practically climbing over each other to get a closer look at Jonah.

      Something sour churns in my stomach.

      “Ladies, what can I get you?”

      One of them nods toward Jonah. “His number.”

      “Sorry, that’s not on the menu this evening. Can I interest you in a drink?”

      Tony told the guys to cool it. He forgot to tell the girls.

      “Um, I’ll take a dirty slut,” the raven-haired one says loudly. “And she’ll have a screaming orgasm.” She tilts her head toward her blond friend. “Make it a double. We prefer multiples.”

      Very subtle, ladies.

      “Give me just a sec.” I make their drinks as quickly as possible, eager to get them away from Jonah. He’s had a tough enough day as it is.

      Once I’ve handed their drinks over and opened their tabs, I return to where my Jonah is admiring all the Red Sox and Celtics memorabilia on the walls.

      “Nice place,” he says mostly to himself. “Your family owns it?”

      I nod and resume drying high ball glasses. “Yeah. My brother talked my dad into buying it with him when he retired from the Boston PD.”

      Jonah’s gaze swings around the room. “That explains all the law enforcement officers in here.”

      “How can you tell?”

      He’s right actually, but it’s not like any of them are currently in uniform.

      His gaze drops. “Growing up, I had several run ins with the law. You learn to spot them on duty and off.”

      “You’re not a criminal, Jonah. You don’t have anything to worry about from any of these guys.”

      He takes another drink of his tea. “I’m not worried. Cops used to make me nervous…when I was younger. Not so much anymore, unless they’re punching me in the face at the time.”

      “Yeah, about that.” I sigh heavily when another group of bachelorette party goers begin waving their arms to get my attention. “Hold that thought.”

      I get the small group the shots they request then head back to Jonah.

      “Anyways, about Mikey. He’s always been extremely protective. Of me and Tony both, but especially of me. He’s the oldest and our dad worked a lot. Growing up, he took it upon himself to be the man of the house.”

      Jonah gives me a wry grin. “I understand. I wasn’t always on the right side of the law growing up so a cop punching me was kind of karma I guess.”

      “Nobody’s perfect.” I grab some regulars refills from the tap. “But you didn’t deserve that.”

      Once I’ve handled all of the patrons at the bar, I return to where Jonah is turning his half-empty glass around and around in his hands.

      “So what kind of crimes did you commit when you were a kid? Were you more on the graffiti end of the spectrum or grand theft auto?”

      “A little of both actually. They called me pretty boy when I was young. I didn’t like it. Guess it put me on some kind of mission to prove them wrong.”

      I don’t know who they is but I’m not about to interrupt when he’s sharing.

      “Such a rebel.”

      He finishes the last of his tea and shrugs. “That’s the worst part of being a kid. Giving a damn what everyone else thinks.”

      “You don’t anymore?”

      He can sell that lie somewhere else. There’s a reason he stays hidden away up in his high-rise. Not that I blame him.

      Before he answers, my brother Mikey walks in and begins to make his way through the crowd.

      Charging toward us like an angry bull.

      “Incoming,” I warn Jonah.

      He approaches quickly and Jonah stands.

      Mikey reaches his right hand out once he’s within reach. “Hey man, my bad about today. I was out of line.”

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I watch as they shake hands. For the next few minutes I do my best to keep a watchful eye on the situation while waiting on my customers. They seem to be multiplying by the minute—especially for a weeknight. There isn’t a big game tonight so I’m thinking the masses have more to do with Jonah than what’s on the big screens.

      I watch Jonah and my brother chatting easily for a few more minutes, my nerves tensing when Tony joins them. But by the time I make it into hearing range, the three of them are all smiles.

      I arrive to the conversation just in time to overhear Jonah say, “It’s not like that, I swear. It’s never been like that. It will never be like that.”

      There’s so much certainty in his voice. Their eyes all turn to me and instantly I know exactly what he’s referring to.

      Me.

      I don’t know why it hits me so hard.

      I already know Jonah doesn’t see me like that. Even after today, I don’t think anything has changed. Except now he knows my bra size.

      And it’s not like my goal was to get in his pants or win his heart. I want the job. That’s all.

      Keep telling yourself that, kid.

      Why Addi is the voice of my subconscious is beyond me. But there are inexplicable tears threatening to form as a painful lump constricts my throat.

      It will never be like that.

      “Tony, I’m taking my break,” I choke out quickly while I can. “Cover the bar for me.”

      Without another word, I whirl around and make my way to the back alley exit.

      I shove my hand against the door so hard it stings, but once I breathe in a face full of fresh air, I forget the pain.

      Damn Jonah to Hell.

      I don’t know why he has this affect on me. It’s excruciatingly obvious I have little to no affect on him.

      Unless I’m in my underwear.

      I sigh and my breath clouds in the cold.

      This shouldn’t matter.

      Addi’s words come back to me.

      If this is just a way to get closer to a man who will eventually shatter your sweet little heart and soul, I think you should stick to dog walking.

      Even Addi knows Jonah is lightyears out of my league.

      As if my thoughts conjure him, the back door opens slowly and Jonah steps out from behind the dumpsters.

      “Is it safe for you to be out here all alone?”

      The only person I see capable of causing me pain is him so I shrug. “I’ve made it this far.”

      He walks toward me, stopping just inches away from reaching distance. He leans on the building with his hands in his jacket pockets. “So your brother seems less interested in choking me with his bare hands than I expected.”

      “Awesome,” I say without looking at him. “Mission accomplished then.”

      “That wasn’t the only reason I came here tonight,” he admits.

      I turn and lock eyes with him. “So what’s the other reason?”

      His breath mingles with mine in the frigid air between us.

      “I thought about what you said. And I wanted to explain.”

      I glance up briefly at the darkened sky wishing I could see the stars. “What did I say? I say a lot of things.”

      His lips twitch because we both know I’m the one who does most of the talking.

      “I’m not afraid of intimacy, Hollis. It’s the consequences that concern me—what would happen after. The kind of women I’m intimate with know the score straight out of the gate. They only want one thing and so do I. They want a piece of me—but only a small piece.” He frowns. “Wait. Fuck. I mean, it’s a big piece, but only for a short amount of time and no like, commitment, or whatever.”

      “I saw your dick, Jonah. I know it’s not small,” I say with an eye roll. “But I get what you mean.”

      “Do you? Because today…that was…”

      “A little over the top?” I finish for him.

      He nods. “Yeah. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you know you’re beautiful and you looked like something straight out my darkest forbidden fantasies in that—whatever it was. Part of me, the large part we just referred to, reacted to you stronger than I ever have anyone else. I almost lost control and I do not lose control. Ever. But I think we both know where this would go if I’d acted on that impulse.”

      To a nearby bedroom?

      My head spins from the onslaught of information.

      He just told Mikey it will never be like that.

      Now he’s telling me I’m beautiful and straight out of his fantasies.

      Make up your mind, man!

      I try to organize my thoughts into a coherent list but they won’t cooperate.

      “Where do you think it would go, Jonah? You think if we hooked up I’d fall madly in love with you and quit my job when you didn’t love me back?”

      Clearly he was underestimating how badly I wanted that condo.

      He pulls his hands out of his pockets and holds them up. “I don’t know, Hollis. What I do know is that you’re the girlfriend-engagement ring-marriage type. And I am most definitely not the boyfriend-fiance-wedding bells type. So we’re shopping in different categories, that’s all.”

      The truth is, I haven’t been shopping at all. Between living with my parents and working for Jonah, I haven’t had time to meet anyone. Nothing kills the sex-me vibe like want to come hang out at my parents’ house? Oh, hang on, I have to run by the home of the sexiest ex-MMA fighter on the planet. Yeah, I have a key to his place. No worries.

      A lot of guys liked to flirt with me at the bar, but the few who made it past my brothers couldn’t get past my involvement with Jonah.

      They all assumed we were already sleeping together. Sometimes I wished they were right.

      I nod. “Okay, so we’re clear then. You’re not interested in any type of relationship with me other than a professional one. And I professionally would like to be your assistant instead of your dog walker. So where does that leave us?”

      His eyes tighten at the edges. “We’ve covered this. You don’t know what you’re asking and I don’t think you can handle that position. Next topic.”

      I shake my head. “You have no clue what positions I can handle, Jonah. Because you’ve pigeon-holed me as your sweet little dog walker. Which I was, two years ago. But I’m twenty-four now and I’m ready to move out on my own and be an adult. If you really won’t consider me for the promotion, then I need to put in my notice and find something else before I wake up a thirty-year-old dog walker. We both know I’m capable of more than that.”

      He throws his hands up and blows out an exasperated breath. “You want me to change the title? Fine. How about professional pet specialist? That better?”

      “Fuck you, Jonah.”

      We stand there, stunned by my outburst. This is worse than the towel incident because this time I wounded him. Intentionally.

      But I’m drowning in my own hurt feelings and don’t have the air in my lungs to apologize.

      Cars go by down the street, someone honks a horn. But Jonah and I stand in silence. Breathing. Hearts beating. Locked in some sort of stand-off I don’t know how to navigate.

      “I’ve never heard you speak that way,” he says quietly. “Good for you. That was disrespectful and I’m sorry.”

      What the…

      I cross my arms, rubbing them to create warmth. “I shouldn’t have said that to you. But my feelings are hurt that you don’t think I can do this job. I don’t understand why you won’t give me a shot. A trial run or a probationary period. Something.”

      He stares down at his shoes for what feels like forever.

      When he looks up, his eyes are softer. More vulnerable than I’ve ever seen them.

      He takes a step closer to me. “I don’t want to lose you, Hollis. It’s selfish, I know. But you’re the only constant in my life. Everyone else…”

      “Leaves,” I finish, because I’ve noticed this.

      Erma is the second housekeeper he’s had in two years. Eli just left. And Elaine is probably only three years or so from retiring.

      He nods but says nothing.

      “I don’t want to leave you, Jonah. But I have other skills besides walking dogs and cleaning up after them.”

      His brows lift. “You realize being my assistant is just walking me and cleaning up after me, right?”

      “Very funny.” I stare at him intently. “I’ll have you know I maintain the books, the event calendar, payroll, and the employee schedule for this bar. I have for years. I create all of the promotional items and manage multiple social media platforms. I even designed the shirts the waiters and waitresses are wearing.” I reach out, tugging at his jacket. Maybe to keep his attention so he’ll hear me, or maybe because I need some form of connection. “On top of that, I take care of Zeus and Ache like they’re my own. And you already know I’ve been handling several of Eli’s responsibilities since he left.”

      “Sounds like a job interview.”

      “Maybe it should be.”

      Jonah’s eyes fall to my hands on his jacket. “You still going to follow through with your list?”

      The list. I’d almost forgotten.

      I nod. “If that’s what it takes for you to see I’m not some innocent goody two shoes who can’t handle the messes you make.”

      “Goody two—” he stops himself and gives me an amused grin. “If you really want to see what it’s like being my assistant day in and day out, then I’ll show you. But don’t be surprised if it isn’t as glamorous as you expect it to be.”

      “So I got the job?” I barely tamp down the urge to squeal excitedly.

      “You got a trial run, like you said. I won’t hire anyone else for the position until after New Year’s. Until then, if you can prove to me you can handle this and not bail, it’s yours.”

      I let out a small sound of surprise. “You won’t regret this, Jonah.”

      “I wish I believed that.” He rakes his hand through his hair. “Before you walk the dogs tomorrow morning, meet me at six thirty at the gym.”

      I nod adamantly. “Got it.”

      He holds up his index finger. “One condition.”

      “Anything.”

      He leans in so close our noses almost touch. “Tonight, your brother asked me if I kept you around for the view or for a back up piece of ass. That’s not why and you know it but I can’t unsee what I saw today. So from now on, you keep your clothes on. All of them. For the sake of my sanity and my face. Please.”

      So that’s what he meant by it will never be like that. I shouldn’t care, but I’m human and I do.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He sighs as he steps backward. “Guess I’ll take what I can get.”
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        ROCKIN’ AROUND THE CHRISTMAS TREE

      

        

      

      The next morning I call the Glen Oak Alzheimer’s Center on the way to Jonah’s gym to let them know I’ll be a little late today. Not that my grandpa will notice either way, but I like to give the staff a heads up.

      I don’t know what Jonah has planned for me, but since we’re meeting at the private gym where he works out, I wore workout clothes. Clad in my only clean sports bra, which happens to be hot pink, a white tank, and black dri-fit capri pants, I grab a gray hoodie from my backseat and yank it on before I get out of the car.

      The outside air is ice-cold, coating my lungs as I make my way inside. Warmth welcomes me along with the scent of cleaner and sweat and something chemical—like rubber or new plastic—as I step into the gym.

      The large black warehouse is brightly lit and Jonah stands in the center of a boxing ring with another man about his size.

      “She made it,” the man says.

      I check my phone before dropping it into my bag. It’s six twenty-five.

      “With time to spare,” I say with a smile, pulling myself up to the ropes. “I’m Hollis Rossi.”

      “Cal Murphy,” he says, removing a glove to shake my hand with his large meaty one. He’s a wall of a man with a red face and strawberry blond hair.

      “Nice to meet you, Cal.”

      “Nice to meet you, though I can’t say I agree with Jonah’s choice of sparring partner this morning.”

      I glance at Jonah. He shrugs and yanks his sweatshirt off. “She says she wants this job. This is where I do my best thinking.”

      He stands in only a pair of black mesh basketball shorts. There’s white athletic tape on his wrists and ankles. My mouth runs dry at the sight of his ink-covered muscles.

      “Good luck to you, darlin,’” Cal says as he climbs down from the ring. “Take it easy on him.”

      Jonah wears a confident smirk. “Think you can handle this?” He hands me small pair of thin padded gloves.

      “Are you really going to hit me?”

      He rolls his eyes. “We’re just going to workout, Hollis. Relax.” He pulls some type of padded shield onto each of his hands. “Hit the pads. Right then left.” I took a self-defense class a few years ago sponsored by my brother’s prescient. This should be easy enough.“You look disappointed. Were you hoping to get a few good hits in?”

      I grin as I take turns landing solid hits on the pads. “Nah. But whacking you a few good ones might help relieve some of my pent up aggression.”

      “You’re pent up? After your exhaustive research on all those vibrators I would’ve thought you’d have worked out all your aggression already.”

      Little did he know, I’d been pent up since puberty. “You might be surprised.”

      For a split second, our eyes meet and I lose focus. His chest and abdominal muscles flex and my gaze is drawn to them.

      “Eyes up here, Rossi,” he says sternly.

      I give the pads on his hands a few more solid whacks until I’ve worked up a decent sweat, then we switch.

      Before I put the pads on my hands, I decide to give him a taste of his own medicine. Despite his request that I keep my clothes on, I pull my hoodie and tank top over my head and toss them onto a metal folding chair in the corner.

      Jonah takes a long, hard look at my exposed skin. “Pink?” His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

      “You got something against pink, Jonah?”

      “I’m good with pink,” is all he says. His hand hits mine on the outside corner of the pad then slips.

      Twice.

      “Eyes up here,” I tease.

      He takes a step back. “I just remembered I still need to, uh, get some cardio in. Let’s head upstairs.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.” On our way, he stops at a glass-enclosed refrigerator and hands me a bottle of water. I down nearly the entire thing. “Where are the stairs?”

      Jonah’s lips twitch. He jerks his chin toward the back of the building. “No stairs. Only two ways up.”

      A rope and a climbing wall await us. Okay, so not ideal. But I can handle this.

      “Which one do you want?”

      He shrugs. “Either is fine.”

      “I’ll take the wall,” I say, thinking it will be slightly easier.

      I’m wrong.

      Halfway up my shoulders are on fire.

      “You okay, Rossi?” Jonah ask as he passes me on the rope.

      “Yep. Just enjoying the wicked view of your ass.”

      He laughs, reaching the platform and looking down at me. “Time is money, Rossi. Get a move on.”

      The challenge sparks the competitive streak in me and I hustle to the top. He reaches a hand down and I let him pull me onto the platform. My legs are weak from the strain and I stumble, falling into his arms like a clumsy idiot.

      “Easy, slugga,” Jonah jokes as my sweaty chest presses against his.

      “I’m good,” I say, stepping backward.

      Be professional. Do not let him see you sweat.

      Guess it’s a little late for that last part.

      I follow Jonah to a row of ellipticals and treadmills. He gets on a treadmill and ramps up the incline higher than I’ve ever seen a person set it before. I hop on the elliptical beside him.

      The faster I go, the more he increases his speed until we’re both panting heavily.

      “So you and Eli did this every morning?” It’s a struggle not to let him hear how hard I’m working to breathe normally.

      Eli was in great shape but he was British and extremely refined. I can’t picture him huffing and puffing on the treadmill first thing every morning.

      “Most days. That going to be a problem?”

      “Nope. No problem at all. Not that much different than running with Achilles in the mornings.”

      Jonah grins smugly at me. “This is just the warm up.”

      My jaw clenches in determination and I force the brightest smile I can. “Awesome.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, every muscle in my body burns, and some in my ass that I didn’t even know I had, but I feel more awake and alert than I typically do at this ungodly hour.

      After cardio, we lifted weights and I did my best to help Cal spot Jonah while he rattled off ideas he had for the WDA. Then we did an ab workout that would’ve made a nun cuss while he planned out his travel plans for the next six months to visit remote areas where rare species of animals are said to be endangered.

      He really does seem to do his best thinking here.

      “You going to be okay?” Jonah asks me as we cool off and I down another bottle of water by the lockers.

      I nod. “I’m good. You okay?”

      Jonah opens his mouth to answer but Cal walks over and slaps him hard on the back. “You should bring her by more often. I haven’t seen you work that hard since you left the UFC.”

      Busted.

      I grin. “I thought you and Eli did this every morning?”

      “Thanks a lot, Cal,” he mutters under his breath.

      I grab my tank and hoodie and pull them on. “I’d love to stay but I’ve got plans.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Jonah offers.

      He follows me to my car, opening the door for me. I lower myself inside, biting back a groan. Definitely going to need a heating pad for my sore muscles tonight.

      “Hot date?” He inquires with a raised brow.

      Resisting the urge to laugh, I nod. “Brunch with an older man.”

      Like sixty years older.

      Jonah’s brows dip inward. “Order something expensive.”

      I grin. “It’s a private establishment. There’s a very selective menu.”

      Soup or Jell-O.

      “You still walking the dogs later?”

      I put my keys in the ignition. “Of course. Same time as always?”

      “Unless you’re tied up with your date,” he counters. His tone is light but his eyes are dark.

      “Hmm, tied up does sound good now that you mention it.”

      Jonah shakes his head as I turn the key in the ignition. A clicking sound answers me but the engine doesn’t crank.

      “What the…” I turn the key again. This time there’s nothing except deafening silence. I groan. I really need to get to the center and I don’t have all day or the money to deal with getting my car towed and repaired.

      “Sounds like your battery is dead,” Jonah offers. “I have jumper cables in the Rover. Hang tight, I’ll grab them.”

      “Thanks,” I say before he jogs toward his vehicle.

      A few minutes later, Jonah connects the cables between my battery and his. Cal comes outside and checks to see if we need anything. Jonah has him crank his Rover.

      I glance at my phone and see that it’s after eight. I’m going to be later than I thought. The center is a little over half an hour away.

      “I bet it’s your alternator,” Cal informs us when my engine still won’t turn over. “It’s gone out so it sucked your battery dry. You’ll need a new one.”

      My emotions must be all over my face because Jonah steps closer. “I have a mechanic friend. I’ll call him.”

      I want to hug him. “Thank you. I’ll pay whatever it is.”

      He waves me off as he pulls out his phone and steps a few feet away from us.

      “I have a client coming,” Cal tells us. “But if you want to leave the car until the wrecker comes, I can take the keys.”

      I hand them over. “You’re an angel, Cal. Thank you so much.”

      “No problem, sweetheart,” he says before heading back inside.

      While Jonah is distracted, I take the opportunity to call the center and tell them I’m running a little later than expected and they can let my grandpa go ahead and eat and take his nap when he’s ready.

      When I hang up, Jonah is watching me closely. “My buddy is on the way with the wrecker. Everything all right with your date?”

      I nod. “He’s going to go ahead and eat without me.”

      Jonah smirks. “And take a nap?”

      “You saw me in there. I’m an animal. He needs to rest up.” I lean against the car and give up the charade. “Every Saturday, before I walk the dogs, I go see my grandpa at an Alzheimer’s Center about half an hour from here. Sometimes we have breakfast together and I give him a shave. I usually bring him something—socks, a blanket, whatever he needs. I was bringing him a robe today. His nurse said he’s been walking around in his tighty whities. Doesn’t look like I’m going to make it today after all. The staff will have to suffer through another day of gramps in his undies.”

      Jonah twirls his keys around his index finger. “Come on, Rossi. I’ll give you a ride.”

      “It’s like thirty-five miles away,” I tell him.

      “And?”

      “You don’t have any plans today?”

      He shrugs. “None that I can’t put off for a few hours.”

      “You sure?”

      “I offered, didn’t I?”

      I grab my bags from the car, including Grandpa’s new robe, and follow Jonah to the Rover.

      “I really appreciate this,” I tell him as we pull out of the parking lot.

      “Don’t mention it,” he says, keeping his eyes on the road.

      For the next half hour, we argue over music—him wanting to listen to death metal and me preferring the Christmas carols on the oldies station.

      We compromise and listen to Christmas carols on the oldies station.

      When we arrive, he looks ready to bolt from the vehicle like a tortured animal.

      “Not a fan of the holidays?” I inquire as we walk inside the center.

      “Not really.” He pulls on his black sweatshirt and I notice the WDA logo in the top left corner. It’s almost too small to be legible. I make a mental note to talk to someone in the Marketing department about enlarging it.

      “How come?”

      Shrugging, he pulls his hood up over to cover his head. “Just wasn’t all that special when I was growing up so I was never too excited about it.”

      I don’t know much about his childhood and he seems uncomfortable enough as it is, so I don’t push.

      Once we reach the main desk, I greet Wanda, my grandpa’s regular day nurse and she asks how my family is doing. We catch up briefly and I show her the robe I brought.

      “The entire staff will be grateful,” she says with a smile. “He’s quiet today. I don’t know if he ever did take a nap but he wouldn’t eat a bite for me. Maybe you will have better luck than I did.”

      Jonah follows me tentatively down the hall to my grandfather’s room.

      “What’s your grandpa’s name?”

      “Ralph Leery. We call him Gramps. My mom calls him Pop.” I stop when we get to his door. I should’ve prepared Jonah better on the drive up. “Look, he doesn’t hear very well and he doesn’t always know who I am. Most of the time he thinks I’m my mom so I go with it. They encourage us to correct him gently here but we have to be careful not to agitate him or that’s the end of the visit. He’s also a diabetic and he gets cranky if his sugar is low. If you’d rather hang out in the waiting room, I completely under—”

      “I can handle it, Hollis. I’ll behave.” He lowers his hood and places his hand on the small of my back. I don’t know why, but the gesture makes me feel better about bringing him here.

      When I open the door, the lights are off but the television is on. Gramps is in the recliner Mom bought him last year at Christmas watching a game show I don’t recognize.

      I knock gently on the door as we enter. He doesn’t acknowledge me. This isn’t unusual.

      I set the shaving kit on his bedside table and see the tray containing his untouched vegetable beef soup, a roll, and a small bowl of cantaloupe covered in plastic wrap.

      “Gramps, your soup is going to get cold,” I say softly.

      Nothing.

      I move to the window beside him so I’m in his line of sight without blocking the television. “Aren’t you hungry? It smells good. Looks like vegetable beef. Your favorite.”

      His watery eyes move slowly to where I’m sitting but there’s no sign of recognition in them. I force a smile. He returns his attention to the television.

      When I was a kid, I thought this man was ten feet tall. He carried bubble gum in his pockets to sneak me and my brothers when our parents weren’t looking. He used to call me squirt and tell me I was his favorite granddaughter. I’m his only granddaughter, but I didn’t realize that until I was ten or so.

      Every visit it feels like that version of him, of who he used to be, is slipping further and further away.

      My heart aches as I continue to comment on everything from the weather to the show he’s watching without the slightest response from him.

      I’m about to give up and tell Jonah we can go. When Gramps doesn’t recognize me, I don’t break out the razor for fear he might flip out mid-shave.

      “This soup is making me hungry,” Jonah comments suddenly. “Think I might see if I can sweet talk one of these nurses into bringing me a bowl.”

      My grandpa snorts. “Good luck.” He turns and looks at Jonah. “Hey, do I know you?”

      Jonah shrugs. “I don’t know, Mr. Leery. Do I look familiar?”

      Gramps stares long and hard at him. “You’re that fighter. The one from TV with the lightning fast reflexes and the strong left.”

      My mouth drops open. I don’t bother to hide my surprise. He doesn’t recognize me but he recognizes Jonah who hasn’t fought in years?

      Jonah grins. “Well, thank you, sir. I thought you were going to say the one who walked away at the peak of his career like everyone else does.”

      Gramps grunts. “Everything has to end sometime, boy.” Before Jonah can respond, my grandpa continues. “I did a little boxing during my time in the Army.”

      “Oh yeah?” Jonah leans forward. “Were you any good?”

      Gramps makes a face and it’s the closest thing I’ve seen to a smile in months. “Hell yeah I was good. Would’ve kept at it when I came home, but had a little one on the way. Needed steadier income.” He jerks his chin toward me. “She was worth it.”

      He thinks I’m my mom.

      “She’s a great girl,” Jonah agrees. “You did a wonderful job raising her.”

      His words sound so genuine I feel them in my chest.

      Gramps grunts again. “Mostly her mother’s doin’. I worked eighty hours a week in a factory most her life.”

      Jonah nods. “Providing is still part of raising.” He gestures to the food on the tray. “You gonna eat this or waste away in that chair all day?”

      I brace for Gramps to throw us out, but he lifts his arm and waves it toward himself. “Bring it over here then.”

      Jonah wheels the tray over and I watch as he unwraps the fruit and uncovers the soup.

      “You like cantaloupe?”

      Gramps makes a sour face. “No one likes cantaloupe. It’s garbage fruit.”

      Jonah chuckles. “It’s not so bad if you sprinkle a little salt on it.”

      “They don’t believe in salt in this godforsaken place.”

      “They just know it’s not great for you, Pop,” I say softly. “They take good care of you here, yeah?”

      He grumbles something under his breath I can’t make out.

      “Be nice,” Jonah says barely containing a grin. Clearly he caught the comment I missed.

      When my grandpa can’t seem to get the spoon to his mouth with the soup actually still on it, Jonah reaches over casually and steadies his hand. He doesn’t feed him like an invalid, just offers some assistance.

      I want to tackle hug him. Or kiss him. Possibly both.

      When Gramps pushes the tray away after taking a few bites of soup and polishing off half the roll, Jonah hands me the shaving kit.

      Opening it, I show the contents to my grandpa. “Feel like a shave today?”

      He frowns but nods. “Make it quick, Lydia. It’s nearly time for my nap.”

      “Jonah, can you turn the overhead light on and bring me a wet washrag? There should be some in his bathroom.”

      “I think I can handle that.” He flips the light switch before wetting a washcloth and bringing it to me.

      I do my best to lather the cream and give my grandpa a close, even shave without nicking him. It goes fairly well until he starts to nod off.

      Reaching what I can with his chin drooping downward into his chest, concealing his neck, I finish up and put some lotion on his sagging jowls. When he begins to snore, I stand and place the robe on his bed. I wrote his name on the inside in black permanent marker because the laundry service here tends to hand items out to the wrong residents if they aren’t clearly labeled.

      The green and red plaid Christmas blanket I brought last week is on his bed so I pull it off and cover him with it.

      Jonah stands, glancing at the pictures all around the room. Most of them are of me and my brothers from our childhood to the present.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah. He’ll be out for a while.” Leaning over, I kiss Gramps on the forehead. “I love you a bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck,” I whisper.

      Our thing. Another thing I miss hearing from him.

      After we say goodbye to Wanda, we make our way to the parking lot.

      Jonah turns to me once we reach his Rover. “So Lydia is…”

      “My mom,” I tell him. “I look a lot like she did at my age. He gets us confused. That was one of the ways we realized he was sick. He started calling me by her name and only her name. Then he got lost going to a grocery store he’d been going to since I was a kid.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jonah says evenly. “I imagine that’s tough on all of you.”

      “It’s worse on my brothers. He doesn’t have any sons so he doesn’t have anyone he can connect them with. When they visit, he thinks they’re doctors or therapists here to hassle him. He isn’t very friendly toward either of them unless Mikey is in uniform.”

      “Seemed friendly enough to me.”

      I smile as he opens my door for me. “He recognized you. He must’ve been a fan. I never knew he even watched any UFC fights. He’s never really talked about his time in the military before either.”

      Once we’re both inside the vehicle, he hesitates but I can tell he wants to say something.

      “What?” I wait impatiently for him to find the words.

      He stares out the windshield for a long moment before speaking. “It’s really nice that you visit him, Hollis. That you do it even though he doesn’t know who you are. Most people wouldn’t keep trying so hard.”

      I don’t think of it as trying hard. It’s just what I do because I love him and he’s my family. Before I can respond, Jonah’s phone makes a dinging sound. He glances at the screen.

      “Your car is ready.”

      “Seriously? That was quick.”

      He nods. “My mechanic friend just texted me. It was the alternator but they had a rebuilt one on hand to replace it.”

      “Did they say how much?” I have money in my account but I haven’t bought any of my family members Christmas presents yet.

      “I have an account there. They put it on my tab,” Jonah says without looking at me.

      “I’ll pay you back, Jonah. Just let me know what I owe you.”

      He turns on the radio. “Don’t make me listen to anymore Christmas music on the way back and we’ll call it even.”

      Once we’re back in town at the garage where my car is, Jonah makes sure it starts before going inside to talk to his friend.

      While he’s in there, I text my mom a quick update on Gramps.

      A few minutes later, Jonah returns and leans down into my window. He hands me a folded piece of paper I expect to be the bill from the mechanic.

      It isn’t.

      It’s a flyer of some sort. With a picture of Santa on it.

      “What’s this?”

      “You’re first official personal assistant assignment. Bring cookies. Dress like an elf.”

      “Um, okay.” I actually have an elf costume from the Tavern’s Christmas party last year. I knew that sucker would come in handy again one day.

      Carefully, I read the words printed in black ink. A group home for children not far from here is getting a visit from Santa tomorrow night.

      “Join us for milk and cookies with Santa, ” I read aloud before glancing up at him. “It’s says six P.M. Do the elves need to arrive early?”

      Jonah retrieves his car keys from his pocket. “Up to you. Just don’t be late.”

      He’s halfway back to his vehicle when I step out of mine.

      “Jonah,” I call out.

      He turns and waits. Probably wondering if my car is having issues again. It isn’t.

      “Thanks. For going with me today. And for getting my car fixed. You can take it out of my Christmas bonus.”

      His lips press together in that sexy smirk of his. “Who says you’re getting a bonus this year?”

      I roll my eyes. He gives me a bonus every year. “Then take it out of my paycheck.”

      “Get home safe, Rossi. See you tomorrow night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          JONAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        SANTA, BABY

      

        

      

      “So you’re Santa, huh?” Hollis greets me the following night in the parking lot behind the Boston Boys and Girls Community Home where I grew up.

      I always arrive an hour early to help serve dinner but I didn’t expect her to be here so soon. She pulled up just as I was putting the finishing touches on my costume before going inside.

      “I am,” I admit. “Help me with this beard.”

      She comes closer, wrapping the elastic band over my ears and straightening the white curls on my face. When she steps back, I get a good look at her outfit. Or her lack thereof.

      “Christ, Hollis. Aren’t you freezing? You’re going to cause some of these boys to hit puberty in that.”

      Her green dress is short and cut low in the front. The red vest does little to cover her full cleavage. Both the dress and the hat have a matching red fur ring around them. Reminds me of the tree skirt around the office Christmas tree.

      Except the Christmas tree skirt doesn’t make my dick hard.

      She has on striped knee socks and somehow manages to make elf shoes appear sexy.

      “You’re the main attraction, Santa. They’ll barely notice me.”

      “A blind man would notice you,” I grumble.

      “Look, we match,” she says, pointing to her wide black leather belt.

      I’m actually trying not to look.

      “Great. I have to smuggle these presents into the back. Do you need help carrying anything?”

      “I think I got it.” She bends down to get a large paper sack out of her backseat. I should look away instead of admiring the view, but fuck me. All that walking the dogs has done Hollis good. The muscles in the back of her thighs flex and I’m hit with the image of her in that damn lingerie again.

      “You got the cookies?” My voice is gruffer than I mean for it to be, but I’m struggling here.

      Hollis makes a sound like pfft. “I did better than cookies, Jonah. I have gingerbread men and icing and sugar cookie candy canes and sprinkles so the kids can decorate their own.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Hollis has always been my favorite overachiever.

      Tonight is no different.

      After dinner is served, I watch as she makes her way around the tables, passing out hot chocolate, cookies, and what looks like plastic sandwich bags full of icing. She gives the kids a tutorial on how to pipe the icing onto the cookies then hands out sprinkles and various toppings.

      When I saw her with her grandfather, I knew she’d be able to handle the kids here. She’s patient and thoughtful and has the biggest heart of anyone I’ve ever met.

      She’s also thicker skinned than I realized and doesn’t get her feelings hurt too easily. The kids here have had it rough so sometimes they lash out.

      I should know. I used to be one of the worst ones, if not the worst.

      After I sit with the younger children and hand out presents, I overhear a group of the older boys attempting to propose to Hollis. She handles it gracefully, letting them down without hurting their feelings. I hear her tell one boy she’ll be an old maid soon and he needs someone much younger.

      She’s the furtherest thing from an old maid.

      I was a lot like them at that age. False bravado making me seem cocky and overly confident when really I was a fucking mess.

      Still am most of the time.

      “Jonah, your girlfriend is simply wonderful,” Miss Nancy, the director of the group home tells me while we clean up. “Please tell me she’s coming to the New Year’s Eve pajama party.”

      “Uh, she’s not—”

      “I’m his assistant,” Hollis breaks in. “And of course. I’d love to.”

      Hollis throws me a tight smile.

      “Wonderful!” Miss Nancy claps her hands. “You both brought so much joy to our kiddos tonight. I can’t thank you enough.” She hugs us one at a time then does exactly what I’d hoped she wouldn’t. “Wasn’t long ago Jonah was here, ignoring Santa and his elves, refusing to smile for pictures.” She beams at Hollis. “Though if the elves had looked like you back then, he probably would’ve been more cooperative.”

      Hollis’s face becomes a mask of confusion as she looks back and forth between the two of us.

      The silence grows thick with tension. Miss Nancy frowns as the realization sets in. “Oh dear. I’m so sorry, Jonah. I didn’t realize—”

      “It’s okay. She was going to find out eventually anyway.”

      I knew that when I brought her here. I wanted her to know what she was dealing with.

      “Well now that I’ve stuck both of my feet in my mouth, I’m going to go help the little ones get ready for bed.” She tosses me an apologetic grimace before hugging Hollis once more. “Thank you again. Please come back anytime.”

      Hollis tells her she had a great time and will be back and I know she means it. As if I didn’t already know, tonight confirmed that Hollis is the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. She flitted around all night, smiling and joking with the kids like she belonged here.

      She radiates this light from inside her and no matter how much distance I vow to keep between us, I can’t help but gravitate in her direction. Me and everyone else. The kids lit up like Christmas trees every time she came near them.

      “You ready to go?” I ask, once we’ve finished cleaning up.

      She glances over her shoulder. “Um, I promised the girls I’d read them a bedtime story. You can go ahead if you need to.”

      Like hell. This neighborhood isn’t great. She’s not going to her car alone in the dark. Damn sure not dressed like that.

      “I can wait.”

      Moments later, I’m leaning in the doorway of the room where the younger girls sleep, watching Hollis as she captivates her audience with her gentle rendition of A Night Before Christmas.

      An unfamiliar warmth spreads through my chest.

      This isn’t exactly how I saw this going.

      Part of me hoped she’d see where I come from and realize I’m not who she thinks I am. That she’s in over her head and should remain on the perimeter of my life where it’s safe. But Hollis did what she always does. She ran toward my demons with wide-open outstretched arms and smiled at them—making herself at home in the darkest part of my past.

      When she starts singing a soft lullaby while walking around the room and tucking each little girl into bed, I have to excuse myself. Finding the closest bathroom, I splash cold water on my face and give myself a few hard slaps. In the mirror, I see a man I don’t recognize. And it’s not just because of the Santa costume.

      Something is happening to me. Something I can’t comprehend because it’s never happened before.

      Parts of me that have been frozen solid since my childhood are thawing and it’s an overwhelming feeling I don’t enjoy. Something akin to drowning.

      I like control. I need control. When you grow up with none of it, it becomes a precious commodity you depend on for survival.

      Hollis rips my ability to control my emotions right out of my chest and dribbles it around like a basketball. Twirling it expertly on one finger while smirking at me.

      Walking her out to her car in silence, I stuff my hands in my pockets so I don’t accidentally do something stupid like touch her.

      I’ve made it clear that this—whatever it is we are to each other—can never go there. The last thing I want to do is send her mixed signals.

      When we arrive at our vehicles, her Corolla and my Range Rover, Hollis looks over my shoulder at the building we just left.

      “So…you grew up here?”

      I open her car door, taking her keys and reaching in to start the engine so it can warm up before she gets in.

      “‘Grew up’ being a relative term, yeah. In and out from the time I was three until I was fifteen.”

      “What happened at fifteen?”

      Here goes. Spilling my secrets and hoping she can handle them.

      “I ran away. Well, technically I got kicked out for fighting but I didn’t come back when I got out of juvie. I joined a gang, actually.”

      Her eyes widen and she blinks rapidly.

      “Street thugs mostly,” I clarify. “Nothing more than a bunch of car thieves and vandals. Until I met Pops and started training.”

      “For MMA fighting?”

      “Boxing first. But I was a physical kid and kept getting DQ’d for kicking and body-slamming my opponents.”

      “DQ’d?”

      “Disqualified. So I made the switch to mixed-martial arts and never looked back.”

      Hollis takes it all in, absorbing more of my past. I watch her features shift under the streetlamp. She’s fighting off the pity she knows I won’t accept.

      “So before three you were…”

      I shrug. “No idea. With my mom, I guess. I never knew her and she didn’t fill out the paperwork with any of her real information so…”

      “I’m sorry, Jonah.”

      Glancing to the side, I fidget with my keys. “I survived.”

      Her gaze roams over me, assessing my discomfort level, I’m sure. “You did more than survive. What you do for the WDA, what you did in there for those kids tonight—you’re a good man, Jonah.”

      I duck my head. “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do.” She plays with the fluffy fabric around the edge of her skirt. “So…any chance you want to tell me what the X stands for?”

      She’s hungry for more, but I’ve shared about as much as I can handle.

      “You might be disappointed.”

      She frowns at me. “I doubt it.”

      “It’s not as mysterious as the media makes it out to be. It’s what my biological mother put on the form when she dropped me off with children’s services. Jonah in the first name box. An X in the last name box.”

      She steps closer, and the urge is there—the one pushing me to touch her, to kiss her, to claim her. I beat it back into the corner of my mind, but just barely.

      “Put this on,” I say instead, reaching into my vehicle then handing her my leather jacket. “I’m getting cold just looking at you.”

      Not true but I’m not being literal at the moment.

      “Thank you for inviting me here tonight,” she breathes softly when the prolonged eye contact in silence becomes too much for either of us to bear. “I had a really good time.”

      “Thank you for being here.” I realize then that, despite how difficult it was to let her see this part of my life, I’m thankful that she’s here, that she’s a natural at everything I throw at her. That she’s become a fixture in my life.

      I don’t know how I got so lucky.

      Oh yeah.

      I lied.
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        NOT A CREATURE WAS STIRRING

      

        

      

      “Do you do this every year?” I ask Jonah.

      It’s cold and we need to go our separate ways, but I’m struggling to leave him after he’s shared so much with me.

      Tonight we bonded, and I’m not ready to sever this connection between us just yet. It’s dangerous and addicting at the same time.

      Like a junkie needing a fix, I want one more taste. Just a little more to hold me over until next time.

      “I do. If I’m out of town Eli does it, but I try to schedule around it so I can always make it.”

      “Some of them know it’s you,” I confess. “I heard a few older boys talking.”

      “Your suitors,” Jonah teases. “I know. I give a few of them sparring lessons on Saturday mornings. They recognized me years ago. I bribed them with cash not to tell the younger ones.”

      So that’s where he is on Saturdays when I’m walking the dogs. I always thought he was still shacked up with his Friday night.

      “Bribery makes you this happy?”

      I’m grinning uncontrollably. “It’s sweet how you look out for them.”

      I tell myself that’s why I’m smiling.

      Jonah’s entire demeanor changes. His shoulders drop as he rubs his neck with one hand.

      “I wish I could do more. If I’d kept fighting professionally I’d be able to send a lot more money and resources their way. They have constant needs. Beds, food, clothing, medical check-ups, supplies, specialists.”

      “I met Lylah Kate,” I say softly. She was three-years-old and deaf. I signed what little I could of the bedtime story and one of the other girls helped. But I haven’t studied ASL since I was a girl scout more than ten years ago.

      Jonah nods. “LK is precious. But she only gets an hour a day with one of the workers who is learning to sign online. She needs a full-time companion to teach her ASL. ”

      “Bet that’s expensive.”

      Jonah nods. “You have no idea.”

      An idea strikes me and it’s out of my mouth before I can think it through. “I could do it. I could take a few classes at the community college and start working with her a few hours a day.”

      Classes are expensive. Getting my own place would just have to wait a little longer.

      Jonah regards me with eyes full of an emotion I can’t identify. “In between working for me and running your family’s bar?” He shakes his head. “I’ll figure it out, Hollis. But thank you.”

      I have another idea, and even though it’s freezing out here, I warm with excitement.

      “Oh! We did a fundraiser last year at the Tavern for local families of officers killed while on duty. We raised over twelve thousand dollars because I not only took donations at the event and a portion of profits from the night’s sales, but I posted online where people could donate. And I advertised on social media. That kind of money would make a big difference to this place. To kids like LK. What if we hosted something at the bar again and I posted about her online? We could reach out to the media and—”

      “Whoa, Hollis. Slow down.” Jonah taps the underside of my chin gently. “It’s not a bad idea. Fundraising. I’m sure we can put something together. But the last thing I want is media attention. Especially not here, not where they could disrupt these kids’ lives with cameras and reporters and bullshit just because I grew up here.”

      “Sorry if I overstepped,” I say softly, feeling deflated. I want to help. But I know he hates media attention. They haven’t been kind to him over the years.

      “You didn’t. You have a big heart, Hollis. Biggest heart of anyone I know.”

      My lips tug upward. He steps backward and I felt bereft without his body heat.

      “You have plans tonight?”

      I glance into the backseat of my car. “If you count making gingerbread houses and Christmas cookies as plans. My mom is taking them to the Alzheimer’s Center tomorrow.”

      “Do you ever stop? When do you sleep?”

      I laugh lightly. “I might sleep when I’m dead.”

      “You, uh, want some help? We could make them at my place. I know the boys would love to see you.”

      “That Santa suit must be cutting off your oxygen,” I tease. “You hate Christmas music but you want to spend your evening handing out presents and making gingerbread houses?”

      He licks his lips and I nearly melt into a puddle in the snow. There is something about this man’s mouth, something I can’t quite explain. But I saw him with a toothpick once and literally could not look away.

      He shrugs. “Yeah, Hollis. If you want my help that is. I don’t know if I could decorate them like you do but I worked construction for a few summers. I can probably put them together at least.”

      I don’t hesitate. Even though I should. Even though I should think about what Addi said, about the possibility of him breaking me.

      “I’ll follow you there,” I say, because when it comes to this man, and only this man, I am weak.

      Once I’m in my car waiting for Jonah to pull out of the parking lot in front of me, I fire off a quick text to Addi.

      My head is spinning, my brain drowning in a lust-filled haze. I need reinforcements.

      Helped Jonah out tonight at a local youth group home. He invited me back to his place. Tell me it’s not a big deal.

      Before she responds, we merge into traffic and I set my phone in the center console.

      Last thing I need is to text and drive, rear-end Jonah, and have to explain I was texting an SOS because all I can think about is how to get him out of that Santa suit.

      When we pull into the parking garage, I hear the notification that she’s texted back.

      I park beside Jonah and glance at her message quickly.

      It’s only a big deal if you want it to be. Use a condom. Don’t forget #6!

      Gee, thanks, Addi. Definitely not the reminder I needed at this particular moment.

      Jonah waits for me beside my car, wearing only his Santa pants and a white T-shirt. I still have his jacket on.

      I climb out quickly, startled when he appears beside me before I can grab my stuff from the backseat.

      “I got it,” he says vehemently.

      Alright then. “Thanks,” I mumble. “It’s heavy. Those gingerbread walls are no joke.”

      “I can handle it. Did you bake them?”

      My head lowers. “Um, no. I bought them pre-baked. They aren’t going to eat them, so I figured it didn’t matter.” I clear my throat. “Well, except Mr. Parker, my grandpa’s nemesis, who puts everything in his mouth. But last year he just ate the icing off.”

      Jonah’s eyes twinkle with amusement as we get onto the elevator. “Careful with those old codgers. They can get handsy.”

      “In my experience, men of all ages can be a little gropey.”

      Jonah smirks, ducking his head behind the paper sack holding my gingerbread building supplies.

      “We are going to bake the gingerbread men for the village though. From scratch.”

      “Of course we are,” Jonah grumbles.

      After we reach his floor and exit the elevator, Jonah uses his code to let us inside. Z and Ache great us enthusiastically.

      I kneel down to love on both of them. “Remember the day we met, when Zeus tackled me to the ground?”

      “Down, boys,” Jonah commands and they both look at me to see if I they have to listen to him. I give each of them one more love pat before standing. “He had a lot more energy back then. He’s slowing down a bit these days.”

      I nod sadly. “They probably need to go out. I can take them.”

      He shakes his head. “You go out there this time of night dressed like that and I’ll never see you again. I’ll go. You stay here and warm up. Get started on the cookies and I’ll help with the houses when I get back.”

      While Jonah puts Ache on his leash, I pull off my hat and the silly elf-shoes, discarding them by the door. When I take off his jacket to give it back before he goes out into the cold, I pull my keys from the pocket, along with a receipt.

      Unfolding the long, thin strip of paper, my eyes go wide. “Jonah, you spent three thousand dollars on toys?”

      He shrugs. “There’s a lot of kids there that don’t get anything else for Christmas. I always make sure I have something for everyone. Miss Nancy sends me a list.”

      “That’s really sweet. You know, it’s also a tax deduction.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I don’t care about that.”

      “You saved the receipt.” I’m about to hand it to him when I notice something scrawled on the back.

      Aimee, it’s says in female cursive handwriting. The i is dotted with a heart. It’s followed by a local phone number.

      I hold it up inquisitively.

      “Salesgirl at the toy store. She was very helpful.”

      “I bet she was.” I resist the urge to gnaw on my lower lip. “Are you going to call her?”

      Jonah levels me with a solid stare. “I don’t know. Is that a problem?”

      His tone is challenging. This is why he thinks I can’t be his assistant.

      My teeth clench and my jaw ticks. He’s testing me. I failed the Janine test already. If I want to be his assistant, I’ve got to get used to this.

      “No problem at all. Just didn’t know if you wanted to keep this or toss it.” I lay the receipt on the side table with my keys.

      “I’m not going to call her tonight,” he offers.

      “Have fun walking the dogs,” I say, dismissing him, because this is the reminder I needed. I nearly lost sight of what was really important. I need to get my train of thought back on track and it will be easier if he isn’t here. “Don’t forget the little blue baggies.”

      Jonah is Jonah. And like he said at the bar, we aren’t shopping in the same category.

      I glance at the Henry Bear receipt.

      We don’t even shop at the same stores.
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        NAUGHTY OR NICE

      

        

      

      I use the brisk walk in the freezing cold to clear my head.

      The really fucked up thing is, I brought this misery upon myself.

      Hollis, in that damn elf outfit, has worked me over all night. So when the torture was finally coming to an end, what did I do?

      I prolonged it.

      Sure, half-naked Hollis, let’s make gingerbread houses at my place. I could be buried balls deep in the blond sales girl from Henry Bear’s right now, but no. I’m a self-destructive masochist insistent upon torturing myself to death with forbidden fruit instead.

      My breath comes out in white puffs of steam as the boys finish their business. The cold air makes my lungs ache but I welcome the pain. I need to cool down from the inside out anyway. Freeze my adrenaline solid so I won’t act on the salacious impulses assaulting my mind.

      “I can do this, right?” I ask them, once I’ve retrieved and discarded the messes they made. “We can handle hanging out with Hollis, can’t we?”

      Zeus looks at me like I’m being ridiculous.

      “No big, just two grown adults making some gingerbread houses,” I reassure myself.

      Once we’re back in the building absorbing the warmth of the great indoors, I feel better.

      My head is clear.

      I am in control. Always.

      She almost got me in the lingerie store. I almost unleashed my unfiltered, fucked up self on her. But I didn’t and if I survived that, I can survive anything.

      I’m damn near chipper on the elevator. That boost of confidence carries me all the way back inside the apartment.

      I’m good. I’ve pulled it together. Mostly.

      Right up until I see her, bent over my kitchen counter, aggressively kneading dough with her delicate hands.

      My greedy gaze starts at her bare feet, where she stands on her tiptoes. It travels up her firm calves, to those thick, toned thighs that almost sent me over the edge just a few hours ago.

      Her ass is round and pushes her skirt outward just the right amount.

      She rolls the dough with a wooden rolling pin she must’ve brought then turns to me. “Oh, good, you’re back!”

      I blink and my mouth goes instantly dry.

      I can’t swallow. I can’t fucking breathe.

      She picks up a bag of icing and moves toward me.

      On my twenty-first birthday, I had two well-known porn stars in the back of a stretch Hummer limousine. They were insatiable, as hungry for each other as they were for me. It was in the beginning of my MMA career. We were all various versions of drunk or high, and though the memory is hazy, it was arguably the hottest experience of my life.

      Right up until now.

      Hollis Rossi, walking toward me with a bag of icing.

      My heart thuds heavily in my chest.

      “Here,” she says, thrusting a white cone-shaped bag into my hands. “I need your construction expertise on these houses.”

      Completely oblivious to the fact that I’m in the midst of a mental breakdown, Hollis puts me to work constructing houses while she cuts out cookies. I’ve just finished the first one, roof and all, when she turns to me.

      “You okay, Jonah? You’re quiet.”

      I look directly into her wide, melted chocolate eyes. Mistake.

      She smells so fucking good. Even better than the cookies baking in my oven. The mix of vanilla and sugar swirling in the air reminding me of a hot fudge sundae with whipped cream and a cherry on top.

      I want to devour every inch of her. Twice.

      “I’m good,” I lie.

      “We need some music. Christmas music,” she declares, reaching for her phone.

      “Hang on,” I tell her, seeking out my remote for the sound system. Within a few moments, Bing Crosby is serenading us with his rendition of White Christmas.

      After the cookies have baked and cooled, we fall into an assembly line process of decorating them. Once we finish, we return to constructing the houses.

      She holds the walls, I glue the seams. She blows gently on the icing, pursing those full lips together and driving me mad. She holds the rooftops at an angle, I glue the middle, there’s more blowing and I’m lightheaded by the time we get all dozen of the houses built.

      “Now for the fun part,” Hollis declares, waving a new bag full of red icing at me. “Decorating!”

      She’s actually excited about this. “Sometimes I seriously wonder about what constitutes your idea of fun,” I tease.

      “Don’t knock it till you try it,” she says while grabbing a tray she’s filled with what looks like a dozen different varieties of candy.

      “Pipe me some stripes on this roof, please,” she says, bending over my kitchen bar to reach the first house we finished.

      I wish I still drank.

      I could sure as hell use a distracting burn down my throat about now.

      I nod. “You got it, boss.”

      Hollis’s mouth spreads wide, displaying her perfectly straight gleaming white teeth. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” I grumble, following orders and piping stripes across rooftops.

      When she gets preoccupied placing candies and whatever the hell else, I get a jump on striping more rooftops. When she sees that I’ve iced them all, Hollis inahles sharply.

      “Oh, Jonah.” She reaches out and touches one of them.

      The icing is too stiff and dry for her candies to stick.

      “Oh hell. My bad.” I feel like a jackass. I thought she’d be happy that I took the initiative. But like always, I fucked it up. “I’m sorry, Hollis. I didn’t even think about how fast it would dry.”

      Instead of being pissed, she smiles sweetly at me. “It’s okay. We’ll just get them a little wet. They’ll soften right back up.”

      If she’d never said wet, I might’ve been okay.

      She runs some water and I watch as she swipes her fingers beneath the stream. She touches the icing gently, and she’s right. It softens and her sprinkles stick.

      Relief turns the tension in my chest loose. I didn’t completely ruin her project. Thank fuck.

      I continue to watch her, participating when she tells me to. Placing globs of icing here and there, holding gum drops in place until they’re steady.

      Apparently pleasing her does it for me. Each time she smiles, the way her eyes shine when she steps back to appraise our residential construction efforts, how she practically bounces on her toes with joy when we complete a house.

      As much as I try to convince myself otherwise, I want her. Badly.

      Tonight.

      Tomorrow.

      Every second until she runs screaming from me.

      The magnetic pull I feel toward her isn’t just physical, though damn if she’s isn’t even more enticing than the sugary confections surrounding us.

      Every foster home they sent me to as a kid, I fucked something up and they always sent me back to Miss Nancy.

      Every single one.

      Sometimes it was an accident and sometimes it was intentional because I felt safer at the group home.

      But being rejected, being a repeated screw up, it messes with your mind. Probably why I started communicating primarily with my fists.

      Hollis resumes decorating happily as I watch her work, but I can’t forget the way she treated those kids tonight, the way she handled my icing fuck up just now.

      Hollis is kindness and love and compassion rolled into the sexiest possible package.

      She would never send a kid back like a defective gift.

      I don’t know where the thought comes from, but I can’t shake it.

      Somewhere deep and isolated inside me, in a drawer I thought I’d locked forever, a small voice reminds me of little boy me.

      I vowed to show them. All of the families that rejected me. I would have a big, fancy place to live some day. Nicer than any of their homes.

      And here I am.

      I told myself I’d find a beautiful wife and we’d adopt all the children no one wanted. We’d never ever send them back no matter what.

      Maybe that’s why I adopt strays from the shelter or why I want to protect defenseless animals.

      Because I used to be one.
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        BABY, IT’S COLD OUTSIDE

      

        

      

      Something is happening to Jonah.

      I have no clue where he’s going in his mind while I’m busy decorating, but it’s somewhere dark.

      His brow is furrowed, his hazel eyes are now flat black and he hasn’t commented once on my off-key singing of Baby It’s Cold Outside.

      Lady Gaga I am not.

      I desperately want to bring him back to the here and now. A silly and impulse comes over me and I act on it.

      After swiping my finger through a large green blob that was almost a tree on the lawn of my latest house, I reach toward his handsome, distracted face.

      “Um, Jonah? You got a little something right…” I smear the glob all across his chiseled cheekbone.

      “What the hell, Hollis?” He growls at me, wiping the green goo off his cheek. But he only makes it worse.

      I can’t help it. I laugh, nearly doubling over at the sight of him.

      “Why so serious,” I say in my best Joker voice, adding a red streak to his mouth.

      “You’re dead,” he says evenly, reaching for the giant white bag of royal icing. “Good luck getting this edible glue out of your hair.”

      “No, Jonah,” I squeal, holding my hands up in surrender. “For real. That icing is not the same as the colored stuff. Please don’t—”

      Too late.

      He squishes a huge blob onto my head.

      But at least his eyes are lighter now. And he’s almost sort of smiling.

      I toss a handful of red hots at him.

      One sticks to the icing on his face.

      Overcome with a fit of giggles, I grab the tray and run around to the opposite end of the counter.

      “You think you’re funny?”

      I nod adamantly. “If only your former UFC opponents could see you now.”

      He grabs the bowl of gum drops. “Let’s see how funny you are, you miniature elf, you.” He starts to run to the right so I do too, until we’re once again at opposite ends of the counter.

      “Miniature elf? Them’s fightin’ words,” I declare, armed with a handful of sugar sprinkles. “These are like edible glitter. You’ll still be finding them everywhere months from now.”

      Unfazed by my threat, he lunges at me.

      Startled, I toss the sprinkles at his face.

      “Oh, damn. My eyes,” he cries out.

      I freeze where I stand. It’s just like Ma said when we were kids, It’s all fun and games til someone loses an eye.

      My stomach tightens. I’ve blinded Jonah X with sugar sprinkles. Only me.

      “Oh God, Jonah. I’m so sorry. Get to the sink, we’ll flush your eyes out with the spray-thingy.”

      I run to him, like the gullible idiot that I am.

      Jonah wraps an arm around me and empties the gumdrop bowl directly onto my head with the other.

      Most of them stick to the icing glob in my hair.

      His eyes are perfectly fine.

      I shake my head. “I can’t believe I fell for that. My brothers would be so disappointed. I should know better.”

      Jonah laughs wickedly. I retrieve a gumdrop from the gooey strands on my shoulder and throw it at his chest.

      “Wait, wait. If you’re going to get hired on at the WDA, you need a professional headshot.”

      He grabs his phone and snaps several photos of me trying to cover my face. I give up and stick my tongue out at him.

      “Okay, but seriously, if we don’t rinse this icing out of my hair, we’re going to have to shave my head.”

      Jonah nods, setting his phone aside. “You could pull off the bald look. It’ll give you some street cred.”

      I should concede defeat.

      Half my head is covered in icing and gum drops. He barely has a tiny smear on his face.

      He won. Fair and square.

      But I grew up with brothers in a household that thrived on competition.

      “Please, Jonah? Help me rinse this out? It’s like cement when it hardens.”

      I lean over the sink, turn on the faucet and reach for the retractable nozzle.

      Jonah comes closer with an apologetic look on his face. “Here, maybe if you—”

      Sucker.

      He doesn’t get a chance to finish before I nail him square in the chest with the high-powered spray. Then I get him in the face, just for good measure.

      His hands come up in a useless defense as he turns his head away from the jet stream.

      “Quit! Dammit, Hollis. Stop that.”

      I would. But my brothers taught me one very important lesson.

      Doesn’t matter who starts the fight, all that matters is who finishes it.

      Once he’s sopping wet, literally dripping onto the floor, I ease off the trigger.

      “Truce?”

      Jonah just stares at me.

      “Jonah? Truce? Or you want some more?” I give the trigger a light squeeze and release a weak taunting stream of water. “Thirsty?”

      His eyes bore into mine and my nerves threaten to make me cave. Is he mad? Did I take it too far?

      My teeth sink into my lower lip as he brings his soaked body so close our chests are touching. Like, full on, my boobs are smashed into his rock hard pectoral muscles.

      He touches only my chin, but I feel it everywhere.

      “You are so fucking beautiful, Hollis. I can’t figure out if you’re a gift from above or my punishment.”

      I swallow thickly, air whooshing out of my lungs from the abrupt turn of events.

      “Jonah,” I say, hearing the breathlessness in my voice. My hands lift to his shoulders and I don’t think. Lifting onto my tip toes, I crash my lips against his.

      He pulls back looking like I’ve electrocuted him. I cover my lips as if I’m ashamed at how they’ve behaved. Before I can apologize, I’m airborne, in his arms, then on the counter. He presses into my personal space. I’m so hot for him I can’t stand it.

      “You got a little something here,” he says, kissing me tenderly on the neck.

      Jonah’s. Mouth. Is. On. Me.

      My head leans heavily to the side, granting him better access. My skin is branded everywhere his lips touch. Another scorching kiss just below my ear. A fire trail blazing across my jawline.

      “I knew you would taste so fucking good. Sweet, just like I imagined.”

      He imagined how I would taste.

      “It’s probably the icing.”

      “It’s not. It’s you.”

      My reflexes kick in before my brain catches up and I tug at his shirt, needing his mouth on mine again.

      “I don’t usually kiss on the mouth,” Jonah says softly. An apology in his tone.

      Say what?

      I pull back to look at him. “Who are you, Julia Roberts?” It’s possible he’s never seen Pretty Woman judging from his expression.

      Whatever.

      I’m getting some mouth action. I love his lips and I’ve had to fantasize about that irresistible mouth for two solid years now.

      “That’s too bad, because you have a little icing right…” I lean forward and kiss the sugary sweetness off the corner of his lips.

      I use my tongue to swipe the icing from his lower lip then I suck it into my mouth, intentionally letting my teeth graze his skin.

      His lips are tentative at first, gentle against mine. But when I open for him, he unleashes his tongue, gliding it against mine then pressing harder as if he has to explore every inch of my mouth. Thoroughly.

      I moan and that spurs his efforts.

      When we finally come up for air, he leans away from me long enough to yank his drenched T-shirt off his body. It lands somewhere in the floor with a loud, wet smacking sound.

      “It’s a shame you don’t kiss on the mouth, because you’re really fucking good at it.”

      My hands embrace his scorching hot skin, roaming and squeezing and gripping wherever they can find purchase as we resume our heavy make-out session.

      “This dress is going to be the death of me,” he groans, pulling the front down below my breasts to expose my red lace bra. His mouth descends into my cleavage and I whimper as he lavishes attention upon one side and then the other.

      When he yanks my bra down and takes my left nipple into his mouth, the prevalent ache between my thighs becomes unbearable. I wrap my legs around him, thrusting my hips and grinding against his Santa belt for some relief.

      So wrong, so dirty. But too good to stop.

      “Jonah,” I cry out when his teeth nip at my sensitive flesh.

      “Hollis, if you need me to stop, now is the time. I’m approaching the point of no return here.”

      That makes two of us.

      “Please don’t stop,” I beg, too far gone to be ashamed of my plea.

      I never want this to end. The intimate closeness to this man who keeps everyone at a distance is better than any drug. Having him like this is divine, indulgent bliss, sweeter than all of the icing in the world.

      His hands bunch my dress around my waist then pull it over my head.

      We work together to remove my bra, then my panties.

      I’m stark naked on my boss’s kitchen countertop. Definitely going to leave Erma a note to sanitize thoroughly.

      He kicks off his boots then his Santa pants until he’s standing before me in only black boxer briefs with a thick, gray waistband. Jonah’s eyes rake over my exposed flesh. My entire body heats to a dangerous degree.

      We’re going somewhere I’ve never been before and the uncharted territory has me entering panic mode.

      I’ve made out before. I’m familiar with second base. I’ve even ventured to third a few times. I live with my parents, not in a convent. I given a blow job or two. But other than fingers, I’ve never had a man inside me.

      “You have a little icing right here,” Jonah remarks, tracing a finger across my inner thigh.

      “We made a mess,” I say quietly.

      Jonah nods, bending forward so that his face is level with mine. “Guess it’s time to clean up.”

      He dips his head lower, licking the dried icing on my thigh, then moves higher. He places an open-mouthed kiss just inside my groin.

      I might pass out.

      “Breathe, Hollis,” he says softly. “Lean back.”

      I do as I’m told, inhaling deeply and leaning back to prop on my elbows.

      If this is happening, I am damn sure watching.

      Jonah’s fingers tighten on my inner thighs as he trails kisses from my belly button to my mound of bundled nerves. When his tongue dips down to stroke my clit, I cry out and my head falls backward involuntarily.

      My back is on fire as if someone has ignited my spine like a lit fuse.

      “You like that?” His eyes flash to mine. I nod. “Fuck, you taste so good.”

      Much like our kiss, his tongue is tentative at first, then aggressive, then relentless.

      I writhe on the counter as he assaults my most sensitive flesh, simultaneously trying to escape the overwhelming sensations and get closer for more of his oral attention.

      When one of his fingers plunges deep inside me, an animalistic noise comes from deep in my throat.

      The tension building in my core unravels, tearing through me in one violent wave of ecstasy.

      My hips thrust on their own accord, my hands pulling at his hair as I come.

      Jonah is suddenly wild, no longer carefully controlling each stroke of his tongue. He’s a starving man, devouring me like his last meal all the way through my orgasm.

      “I want to fuck you, Hollis,” he growls once I come back to Earth. “Tell me that’s okay. Tell me you want me inside you,” he pleads, a desperate burning man before me.

      I do want him. But I’m also scared of disappointing him. He just made me come in two minutes for goodness sakes. I’m so far out of my depth here, it’s embarrassing. And slightly terrifying.

      “I want you, Jonah. Inside me,” I admit.

      “You’re shaking,” he observes, the first hint of hesitation on his face.

      He’s right. I’m trembling noticeably.

      “I’m nervous. I’ve never…”

      “Had sex on a kitchen counter?”

      I bite my lip and shift my gaze away from his intense one. “Had sex, um, anywhere. Ever.”

      His eyes go wide. “Shut up.” He gives a slight shake of his head. “There’s no way. You’re fucking gorgeous and you’re twenty-four.”

      “You’ve met my brothers. And I live with my parents. Between that, working for you and at the bar these past two years, there hasn’t exactly been a lot of time to get involved with anyone.”

      Jonah’s chest expands with the effort he’s making to breathe normally. His ink distracts me momentarily.

      I want to lick every inch of it.

      And so I shall.

      He stands completely still while I wrap myself around him, kissing and licking his chest and neck as I please.

      His scent and the taste of his skin heats my blood, warming me all over once more.

      When I reach his mouth, he pulls back.

      “I’ve never been anyone’s first,” he tells me gently. “I don’t know that I should be yours.”

      Rejection lands hard in my empty stomach. Like a boulder rolling down a mountain, pulling me inward.

      His expression is as pained as I feel, mirroring my own remorse and hurt.

      “I want it to be you,” I confess, the words exposing my raw nerves.

      “Why?”

      I’m not prepared to answer that. I suck in a deep breath and try to form coherent sentences.

      “Because you know what you’re doing. Because I know you don’t kiss and tell. Because I know you’ll make it worth remembering. A first time I’ll never forget.”

      “No pressure, then,” he mumbles, still maintaining eye contact.

      “I’ve always wanted it to be you. Since that first day, since the first time you looked at me the way you do.”

      There’s always been a hunger in his eyes. A wolfish animal lurking inside of him. Like he wanted to devour me much like he just did.

      That’s why there hasn’t been anyone else. All other men pale in comparison to Jonah. None of them have ever looked at me the way he does—have made me feel the way he does.

      A fear creeps into my mind that I can’t control. No, not a fear. A universal truth.

      All other men will always pale in comparison to Jonah.

      So where do I go after this?
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          JONAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        LET IT SNOW

      

        

      

      I’ve always wanted it to be you.

      Her words imprint themselves onto my black soul.

      Her first time isn’t about to happen on a cold granite countertop, so I lift her into my arms and carry her to my bedroom.

      For two years I’ve waged a constant war inside myself. Half of me wanting Hollis Rossi more than anything and the other half not wanting to screw up what we have.

      She’s my constant. The one person I trust completely. The one wholly good thing in my life.

      But now the battle is won. Or lost. I don’t know. The lines are blurred and all I want is more of her.

      All of her.

      I’m about to make Hollis Rossi mine.

      “I’m going to get your sheets all dirty,” she says, gesturing to the icing mess we made in her hair when I lower her to the middle of my bed.

      “We’re going to get them dirty,” I correct her.

      Her eyes still have a blissed out haze from when I made her come on my tongue in the kitchen.

      I want to make her come again, harder than before. So hard she convulses in my arms. I want to make this a night she won’t forget, and hopefully one she’ll want to repeat as often as possible.

      An unfamiliar possessive sensation overwhelms me.

      I’ve never slept with a woman I felt this way about. One I had no intentions of ever letting go.

      Before I climb into bed beside her, Hollis pulls herself to her knees and grips my waist firmly.

      “Ever since the other day, since I accidentally tore off your towel, I can’t stop thinking about having you like this.”

      I stare down at her gorgeous face. “Like what?”

      She reaches inside my briefs, freeing my cock with her hand.

      “Like this.”

      I watch, awestruck as she kisses the crown of my dick before taking it all the way into her mouth. A groan escapes my chest as my neck tilts backward.

      Hollis sucking my cock is a beautiful sight. And I’d be lying if I said I’d never jerked off to the idea before. But the real thing is so much more than I could have imagined.

      Her body flushes all over as she works me with her mouth and tight fist until I have to back her down. Any more of this and I’ll come before the main event.

      “Are you sure?” I ask one last time, grabbing a condom from my night stand. “As in, one hundred percent positive this is what you want?”

      She smiles up at me. “I want you, Jonah. All of you.”

      My emotions catch in my throat. I don’t say a word as I roll the condom on. Bracing my body above hers, then positioning myself at her entrance, I stare directly into her inviting eyes.

      “Promise you won’t bail on me, Hollis. Promise me this won’t change us. How we are.”

      “I’ll never bail on you,” she promises without commenting on the rest.

      She kisses me on the mouth and I’m unable to make anymore demands.

      It’s a fool’s request anyway. Of course this will change us. I’m changing already. I can feel it in every fiber of my being. I’m kissing her on the mouth and loving every second of it.

      Even though I know the risks, that I could lose her, I can’t stop myself now. I need her too badly, need to fill her and have all of her for myself. Right the hell now.

      My cock parts her wet folds and fiery heat envelopes me entirely.

      Her body bows against mine as I push past the barrier no man has ever breached before.

      She’s so fucking tight, clenching and clamping down so hard I can barely move inside her.

      “It’s a tight fit. Are you okay?”

      She nods but there’s moisture gathering in her eyes so I know she feels some pain.

      I kiss her tenderly, hoping to relax her body at least a little. It works, mostly, and soon we find a steady rhythm as I stroke her swollen walls.

      Her pussy milks my cock, becoming wetter with every stroke. My back and shoulder muscles wrestle one another as I move slowly above her.

      The pull of her body, her bare breasts against my chest and the sweet mewling sounds of pleasure she makes have me closer to the edge than I would like to be.

      I roll us so that she’s on top, sitting astride me. She handles the transition well, responding to her body’s needs and grinding herself down onto me.

      She looks like a goddess, the damp sheen of sweat giving her an ethereal glow.

      Placing my hands on her hips, I use them to guide her movements, slowing her pace just a little.

      When I feel myself climbing too high, I sit up so that I can look in her eyes and kiss her lips while I come.

      “Jonah,” she whispers as we hold each other, chest to chest, forehead to forehead. When she can’t take the stillness anymore, she rocks her hips against me.

      “Yes, baby. Right there. Just like that, gorgeous girl.”

      I grab the full round cheeks of her ass with both hands and move her up and down on my shaft. She whimpers when I hit her G-spot. This angle is perfect and I can feel her throbbing all around me.

      “Take it all, sweetheart. Take every inch for me.”

      I’m struggling not to let go, but I want her coming with me when I find my release.

      I suck her nipples once more, grazing my teeth against her pink pebbled buds.

      She grinds harder.

      “Come for me, Hollis. Come all over me like you know you want to. Like you came all over my tongue earlier. Like you come when you touch your pretty pink pussy and think of me.”

      My words send us both over the edge, flying impossibly high, then crashing down. But instead of bracing for impact, she melts into my arms where I hold her until we both fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I probably should pace myself since it was her first time, but now that I’ve had a taste of Hollis, I can’t get enough.

      I wake in the middle of the night, with her bare ass against me, and my cock is already rock hard.

      I snake my arm around her and caress her breasts, rousing her enough to elicit a soft moan.

      Sliding my hand across the expanse of her stomach, I explore the curve of her hip before dipping lower. Her pussy is still wet. The scent of sex clings to the air and my bedsheets.

      I cup her mound, giving it a squeeze. She wriggles her ass against me, sighing happily.

      “Spread for me, sweetheart,” I whisper into her ear.

      Her thighs part slowly and I use my fingers to stroke her from her clit to her opening. I tease her entrance until she whimpers in protest.

      “Are you sore?” I ask softly into the darkness.

      “Not sore enough,” she whispers back.

      I grin even though she can’t see my face. Parting her ass cheeks with my cock, I slide inside her pussy from behind.

      She arches against me, moaning like a kitten purrs, a sweet sound of pleasure that sends me floating into oblivion.

      “Fuck. I should’ve grabbed a condom. I’m sorry.” I start to pull out, but she clamps down on me.

      “I’m on the pill, Jonah. I have been for years…”

      “I’m clean,” I assure her. “I get tested monthly.”

      I started when I was fighting professionally and it was one of the few good habits I continued. Even so, I don’t have sex without condoms, ever. The last thing I need is a child when I’m still figuring out how to take care of myself.

      I’ve been down that road once before. My heart won’t survive another trip.

      But Hollis feels so good and soft and warm beside me, all around me.

      She wants me bare, then bare is what she gets.
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        YOU’RE A MEAN ONE, MR. GRINCH

      

        

      

      Lying next to Jonah after a marathon of lovemaking, my bare legs entertained with his, I recognize how precious this time between us is and have no desire to ruin it. I know the story behind his scars and most of his ink. But the one tattoo I don’t know the meaning of mocks me from his inner forearm. O32513. I trace the thick, black numbers with my finger.

      “You’ve never told me what this one means,” I say softly into the darkness.

      Jonah’s muscles flex beneath me. “It’s a date.” His voice is gravelly from the need to rest.

      “A birthday?”

      He inhales sharply. “Yeah.”

      I remain still against his chest. Worried that I’ve somehow upset him, I lift my head so I can see his face.

      His brow is furrowed and his jaw is tense.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.”

      I’ve intruded into personal territory he didn’t invite me into when I should’ve just enjoyed the postcoital bliss and kept my mouth shut.

      Jonah gives me a reassuring squeeze. “I’d just started fighting professionally. My girlfriend at the time, Sarah, didn’t like it. At all. We’d been off and on for a year or so when she found out she was pregnant.”

      My blood burns in my veins. Jonah has a kid?

      He breaths softly. “We were arguing about me taking bigger matches than what I was ready for. I’d already had a few concussions. She was worried.” His voice is hypnotic as his gaze drifts somewhere far from me. “She grew up on the streets like I did. I was all she had back then. So the thought of anything happening to me was scary for her.”

      I have a huge family and the thought of anything happening to him is terrifying to me, but I don’t interrupt.

      “I couldn’t see past the money. Past the opportunity to give us all a life I’d only dreamed of.”

      His eyes meet mine and he returns to the present. “When I told her I was taking the match, whether she liked it or not, she left upset. I’d been drinking and couldn’t drive her anywhere. Not that she wanted me to, but still. It was raining pretty hard. She pulled out in front of a truck.”

      I hear myself suck in a shocked breath.

      “Oh, Jonah.” I wrap my arms tighter around him and shake my head against his chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      “She survived. But the baby didn’t.”

      He sighs and rakes a hand through his messy hair.

      The sadness of his story weighs down on us like a heavy blanket. My heart physically hurts for his loss. For Sarah’s too.

      “Whatever happened to her?”

      Jonah shrugs. “She moved on. Got married. I heard she has a couple of kids now. Works at a department store or something upstate. After we lost the baby, it was too hard for her to be around me without remembering and hurting.”

      “And she’s never reached out to you? Ever?”

      I can’t imagine walking away from him now. How difficult that must’ve been for her when she’d already lost so much.

      “Once. I used to send her flowers on the anniversary of the accident. She reached out to ask me to please stop. So I did.”

      I wince. “So the date is…”

      “The date of the accident.” He clears his throat. “I got it tattooed on me as a reminder to embrace whatever life throws at me and not take a single second for granted. I learned a lot the day I lost a child I didn’t know I wanted until she was gone. I never want to forget.”

      She. Pain tears into my chest like glass shards.

      I can picture it, Jonah carrying his baby girl wrapped in a pink blanket.

      “I’m sorry, Jonah. God, I’m so sorry.” My eyes fill with moisture. He uses the pad of his thumb to wipe several escaping tears from my cheek.

      “Honestly, this is the only reason I never told you. You feel things deeper than anyone I know. Joy. Sadness. Pain. I didn’t want to upset you.”

      I wipe my nose. “It’s my curse.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s the most wonderful thing about you, Hollis. You never stop allowing yourself to feel. So many of us get burned a time or two and shut everyone and everything out. But not you. You are the strongest woman I know.”

      “You must not know very many women.”

      He glances at me with raised brows. “Actually, I—”

      Cutting off the rest of his statement, I dig my fingers into his ribcage and tickle mercilessly.

      “Okay, okay,” he breathes out, rolling us over and grabbing my wrists with one hand.

      He pins them above my head and stares into my eyes, into my soul, before kissing me deeply.

      This time when Jonah presses his body into mine, we make one another whole.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up sometime around sunrise. The bedroom is bathed in pale orange light from the glow in the window.

      My back is sweaty where Jonah is curled up behind me. I’m held in place by the weight of his muscular ink-covered arm. Using only the tips of my fingers, I gently caress his forearm before lifting it and slipping out from under him.

      Jonah, naked, unconscious and peaceful is a beautiful sight. If I was an artist, I would have to paint this. But since I can’t even draw stick figures proportionally, I take a mental picture, something to hold onto like a souvenir.

      Before he wakes up to find me staring like a creeper, I pull on a midnight blue button down shirt I find lying over a chair, along with his gray sweatpants, and make my way to the kitchen.

      Zeus is waiting patiently by the door already and Achilles is pacing like a pup possessed.

      “Good morning, boys,” I greet them, grabbing the leashes so I can take them outside.

      It’s freezing and Jonah’s jacket only provides so much protection from the cold, so I make our trip a quick one.

      When we get back inside, both dogs curl up in their beds and I contemplate doing the same. But the evidence that last night wasn’t just a dream is all over the kitchen. And in the delicious soreness between my legs.

      Erma shouldn’t have to deal with this. It’d be like cleaning up after a party she wasn’t invited to.

      I get to work, salvaging what I can of the cookies and my gingerbread village while cleaning the counters and floor.

      Once the kitchen is sparkling, I check out the refrigerator to see what our breakfast options are.

      Jonah’s eating habits and strict diet mean eggs and bacon are out.

      I find avocados and tomatoes and make some whole wheat toast to go with them. There’s oatmeal and fruit also so I make a little of everything. After boiling a cup of water to make coffee in his fancy French press, I pour myself some orange juice. I down a glass quickly, not realizing how dehydrated I am from last night.

      It’s only then that it hits me.

      I had sex with Jonah.

      I gave him my virginity, and everything else.

      My insides seize, like my heart has cramps.

      What if he wants me to leave? What if he just expected this to be a one-time thing and then I was supposed to clear out this morning?

      Here I am, making myself at home. Playing house like I live here.

      He did say he didn’t want things to change between us. Unfortunately it wasn’t at the most opportune moment to ask for clarification on what he meant.

      I’m just about to succumb to a full-blown panic attack when he appears in the doorway to the living room. Clad in only his boxer briefs, he gestures to my outfit.

      “So that’s where my pants went.”

      “Good morning,” I say nervously. “I borrowed some clothes to take the dogs out.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      Meaning: you should’ve left.

      I’m such an idiot. I should’ve just put on my elf outfit this morning and suffered the humiliating walk of shame to my car. It probably would’ve been less awkward than this.

      He doesn’t say anything as he steps closer.

      “I, um, made some breakfast. Thought you might be hungry. We never ate dinner last night.”

      Jonah gives me a subtle smile. The sexy man-boy one that melts my panties. Or would if I were wearing any. “Guess we skipped straight to dessert.”

      His words make me tingly all over. I don’t know what to say. Thanks for the orgasms? How soon until we can do that again? What exactly was that thing you did with your tongue?

      I settle on “Want some coffee?”

      “Sure.” He mumbles thank you as he takes the cup from me. When our eyes finally meet, I stand there feeling exposed even though I’m fully dressed.

      “You want to talk about last night,” he says, a statement not a question.

      “Um, maybe? Should we?”

      He shrugs. “It was your first time. I hope it was…satisfactory.”

      I can’t help it.

      I laugh.

      And then I keep laughing.

      Trying to compose myself, I manage to wheeze out, “Is there a comment card I can fill out? Or an online survey where I can select 1 for poor and 10 for satisfactory. Maybe with a would I recommend to a friend section?”

      Jonah closes the distance between us in a split second. He tickles my ribs with relentless fingers and I can’t get control of myself.

      “You’re going to make me pee,” I warn him between hysterical gasps for air.

      “Oh yeah? I made you do a lot of things already. I have two dogs. Pee doesn’t scare me.”

      “Jonah,” I squeal, as he lifts me off the floor and over his shoulder. “I’m wearing your pants. You don’t want me to pee your pants.”

      “Maybe you should go back to bed, sassy ass,” he says just before slapping my bottom. Hard.

      “I made you breakfast!”

      He sets me down gently and appears to think it over. “Well, in that case.”

      “Yeah, don’t bite the hand that feeds you.” I hip bump him on my way past and make us both a plate of food.

      “I only bite if you ask nicely.” He clamps his teeth together, making a loud snapping sound, and there’s a wicked gleam in his eyes that shoots straight to my core.

      For a moment, I forget the food entirely.

      What we did last night, it was huge for me. The furthest I’ve ever gone with another person. But I know it barely scratched the surface for Jonah.

      Our gazes lock and I know he can see it.

      There’s nothing I wouldn’t let him to do me. I want him to do everything to me.

      “Eat, Hollis,” he says softly. “You’ll need your energy later.”

      Electrical currents dance across my skin, meeting between my thighs.

      There will be a later. I could do a victory dance, but it might make him change his mind.

      I’ve just managed to swallow a few bites of fruit when his cell phone rings. Jonah seeks it out, finding it and making a strange face before answering.

      “Hey, Miss Nancy,” he greets his caller. “Everything okay?”

      Miss Nancy was the sweetest lady. I’d enjoyed meeting her last night. Just knowing people like her her existed in the world made me happy.

      But Jonah is not happy.

      Whatever she’s saying, his frown is deepening and a darkness is settling over him. Thunderous clouds roll over his murderous expression.

      I push my food aside and stand. “Jonah?”

      “Yeah, thanks for letting me know. And I’m sorry. I promise, I’ll take care of it.”

      He hangs up and there is visceral anger rolling off him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      His jaw clenches, causing the muscle by his temple to twitch.

      “Who did you tell about last night, Hollis?”

      “About us? No one. I haven’t even talked to—”

      “About the group home. About the presents,” he breaks in. “About my work there and me growing up there.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t…”

      Addi. I texted Addi.

      I nearly collapse under the weight of his glare.

      “I texted Addi on my way here last night. Just to, um, check in. I don’t think I said much about the group home, just that I’d helped you out and—”

      “Addi,” he sneers. “As in Addi who told your brother about the boutique you took me to for your little ‘meeting.’ As in Addi, who obviously can’t hold water. That’s just fucking great, Hollis.”

      His words are harsh but it’s the tone striking me in the chest. Direct hit.

      The closeness our sexual encounter brought us, the easy laughter and playfulness is gone, replaced by a raw vulnerability I do not care for.

      Note to self, sleeping with someone gives them the power to grip your heart in their hands and destroy it.

      This is the other reason I waited so long to let someone in this way. To bare my body and soul to another human being. It makes you vulnerable. My raw exposed nerves feel as if they’re being severed with a rusty blade.

      “A reporter was already there this morning,” Jonah informs me. “Sniffing around, asking questions about me, how much I donate and why.” He shakes his head. “I try to protect them. I try so hard to keep them from the bullshit associated with me.”

      “Jonah, I am so sorry. Tell me what I can do.”

      Besides kill Addi, which I am definitely going to do. I don’t know who she would’ve told but it’s true, she doesn’t keep secrets so well and she does seem to know everyone in the tri-state area.

      “Just go, Hollis. I’m going to call the reporter and do what damage control I can. Probably just bribe him to keep his damn mouth shut.”

      That fist he has around my heart squeezes tightly.

      I panic, looking around for my things.

      My thoughts scatter like the sprinkles in the floor last night. I can’t remember what I had when I came here.

      Elf outfit. Gingerbread houses. My purse and phone.

      I gather up what I can, avoiding where Jonah sits on the edge of his couch facing away from me. Ever since he hung up with Miss Nancy and then told me to leave, he’s been on his phone, speaking sternly to someone.

      He hangs up and it rings again. He silences the call only for another one to come through a moment later.

      This time he lets it ring. Once, twice, a third time, while he stares at it.

      He looks ten years older when he finally glances over at me.

      I stand with my hand on the doorknob, wondering what the next step is. Are we done with one another for good? Does he hate me? Am I fired?

      “I’m so sorry, Jonah. I didn’t think.”

      He nods curtly. “Neither did I. Goodbye, Hollis.”

      With that, I leave.

      Carrying my silly elf costume, a bag full of broken gingerbread, and my battered heart with me.
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        * * *

      

      Mikey and Addi don’t live far from my parents’ house so I stop by there on my way home.

      After I beat on the door for five solid minutes, Addi whips it open, standing disheveled in her bathrobe, looking like she just rolled out of bed.

      “Jesus, Hollis. You knock like the damn Fire Department.”

      I blow into the house past her.

      “Addi, who did you tell about last night? I need to know right now.”

      She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Feels like I might have. “What are you even talking about?”

      “About me helping Jonah out at the group home. Who did you tell?”

      Her face scrunches as if she’s smelling something unpleasant. “No one. Your brother got home late. I haven’t even told him. What you do with your boss is your business, Hollis. I learned my lesson after he went all Rocky Balboa at the boutique. I promise I didn’t say anything to anyone.”

      “Addi, seriously. Think. Did you talk to anyone or text anyone at all?”

      Now she looks annoyed. “Hollis, I love you, but I promise, your life isn’t exactly late breaking news. I know they gossip at the bar, but I don’t.”

      I wring my hands, trying to figure out what might’ve happened.

      She moves closer to me, her voice softening. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      I glance up, wondering if she can see it—the change in me. I’m different. I can feel it.

      Her eyes widen. “You slept with him.”

      So she can see it too, then.

      “That’s not even the point right now.” I sigh. “The group home we volunteered at last night…” I don’t know what I should or shouldn’t say. The last thing I want to do is make things worse. “Jonah has history there and now some reporter is snooping around, asking personal questions about his past. You know how he likes to stay out of the spotlight.”

      Addi nods. “I swear, I haven’t even spoken to anyone since your text last night. After Mikey finally made it home, I passed out cold.”

      This I believe. She always waits up for him, says she can’t sleep until she hears him coming home safely every night.

      I know how she feels because I used to be the same way with my dad before he retired from the force.

      “Well someone talked.” I lower myself onto their couch and pull my knees to my chest. I’m still wearing Jonah’s clothes. I can still smell him on me. “And he thinks it was me and he’s irate.”

      Addi’s forehead creases. “Well, tell him he’s wrong.”

      I glance out the window at the snow falling to the ground. A fresh blanket covering the ground, like a blank slate covering the messy footprints from the past.

      “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy.”

      Nothing with Jonah ever was.
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          JONAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        OUR FINEST GIFTS WE BRING

      

        

      

      Monday morning the week of Christmas, the reporter who left his card with Miss Nancy meets me at a bar down the street from my office.

      Dave Whitmeyer is a weasel of a thing I’m tempted to put in a headlock on sight. His skull is the shape of a tennis ball and his black-rimmed glasses are entirely too big for his face.

      He has a wannabe hipster vibe about him.

      There are a dozen open sugar packets on the table and he’s twitchy when I slide into the back booth without a word.

      “It’s really you,” he says, his beady eyes going round with surprise. “I thought maybe you’d send someone. I know you don’t meet with the press.”

      “We’re not meeting,” I say, leaning forward. “We’re exchanging information.”

      He nods, leaning back in his seat. “I understand.”

      “Who told you about the group home? About my involvement with it?”

      His eyes cast downward, focusing on his coffee cup. “Look, I’m well aware of the fact that you could just take me out back and beat the crap out of me. But like I told you on the phone, I’ll tell you what I know after you answer my questions.”

      “Regardless of what information we do or don’t share here today, stay away from the group home,” I warn him. “Let me be clear. Don’t prowl around asking Miss Nancy or any of those kids a single question. If I hear that you so much as drove slow down the street it’s on, you’ll wish I had taken you out back.”

      Threats are no longer my preferred method of communication, but I’ll do what I have to in this case.

      He glances down at his hands and opens another sugar packet. “I won’t ask them anything if you’ll give me the answers I need.”

      “Ask your questions then.”

      I shake a toothpick out of the container on the table and put it in my mouth. I need something else to focus on so I can sit still.

      “How old were you when you become a ward of the state?”

      My teeth clench together. “Three.”

      He moves his finger around on the screen of his phone. “How many foster homes did you live in over the years?”

      “Didn’t keep count.”

      Eleven.

      “What happened to Joseph Walsh?”

      Joey. A shudder ripples through my body. I can’t help it.

      Every day I try not to think of him. Every day I fail.

      Inhaling deeply, I roll the toothpick to the other side of my mouth and wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans beneath the table.

      “Don’t know for sure. His sister takes care of him last I heard.”

      He nods. “I’ve done my research. You pay his medical bills and he lives in a house with your name on the deed. Why is that?”

      I lean forward, tired of his condescension. “I’m guessing you know why.”

      “You still in touch with Pops McGarrett?”

      Now I want to slap him. “He died last year. Thought you said you did your research?”

      Something in his expression tells me he knew this. He’s rattling me on purpose. Not a real bright one, this guy.

      “You ever think about fighting again?”

      I arch an eyebrow. “No.”

      “I mean professionally.”

      “I’m aware of what you meant.”

      He clears his throat. “So even if it was for a really good cause, say, a charitable donation to an organization you care a great deal about?”

      “Look, man, I don’t know what your angle is or why the media gives a damn what I do or don’t do, but I left fighting years ago and I’ve moved on with my life. I wish everyone else would.”

      “That’s the thing. You know what makes you so intriguing?”

      I shrug. “I honestly don’t have a fucking clue.”

      “You don’t want to be in the spotlight.”

      “So?”

      “So it’s been my experience—and the experience of most every journalist out there—that the people who avoid the attention are the most interesting ones worthy of it.”

      “If you say so.” I’m ready for this to be over. “I answered your questions. Run your piece on something that happened when I was a kid if you must. But leave the kids living at the home now out of it. Don’t name the specific group home in your article under any circumstances. We clear?”

      I make sure my glare penetrates his wormy stare until he’s squirming in his seat.

      He nods. “Oh, and about what you wanted to know?”

      I stand and wait for him to tell me that Hollis’s sister-in-law told a friend who told someone.

      “My cousin, Aimee, works at a toy store. Lucky break for me that you happened to be dressed as Santa and mentioned where you were headed when she was working.”

      Fuck me.

      I owe Hollis the apology to end all apologies.
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        A HIPPOPOTAMUS FOR CHRISTMAS

      

        

      

      “I’ve never seen you like this at the holidays,” my mom remarks over Christmas Eve dinner. “You’re usually the one keeping all of our spirits up.”

      Addi tosses me a sympathetic smile across the table. “Hollis isn’t feeling so jolly lately. Her boss is a real pain in the a—”

      “Addison,” my mom admonishes, cutting her off. “I thought Tony and Mikey said he came by the bar and he was a decent guy?”

      “He is,” is all I say.

      Tony jumps in with a comment about how much heavier the traffic at the bar has been since Jonah stopped in.

      The conversation goes on without me as I move my food around with my fork.

      I walked the dogs all week and Jonah wasn’t there one single time. I don’t know why I’d expected him to be. But I’ve never gone this long without talking to him. Even if it was just about random errands.

      He hasn’t called or messaged and demanded his key back, so I’ve just been tending to the dogs like I normally would. I figure if he wants to fire me, he’ll do it when he’s ready.

      I’m pretty certain the assistant position isn’t going to happen but surprisingly, I don’t care as much about it as I did a week ago.

      He was angry and hurting the last time I saw him. But now I’m angry and hurting and I don’t know how to fix it for either of us.

      I’ve picked my phone up a dozen times to text him that Addi never told a soul, but it doesn’t matter. I knew how private he was and I’d told her without giving a single thought to how it might affect him.

      Maybe if we hadn’t slept together it wouldn’t hurt so much. No way to know for sure.

      I’ve tried to tell myself what happened between us wasn’t a mistake, but nothing is worth feeling like this. Not even non-self-induced orgasms.

      “So Hol, are we playing charades tonight or what?” Mikey blurts out.

      I blink myself into the present. “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      “Of course we are,” Addi pipes up. “That’ll be just the thing to get Hollis out of her funk.”

      “Leave Hollis be,” my dad finally breaks in.

      I offer him a weak smile. My dad is a man of few words but he always has my back.

      “I’ll go get some pens and paper,” I say, excusing myself, unsure as to how I’m going to get through much more of this.

      The doorbell rings and we all glance at Tony. The flavor of the week he’s hooking up with was upset about not being invited tonight and made a scene at the bar earlier. We’re all expecting it to be her.

      Addi scoots her chair backward and starts to stand from the table. “I’ll get it.”

      I wave her off. I know what it feels like to be on the wrong end of unrequited feelings. Addi is not exactly the queen of sensitivity.

      “I got it. I’ll be gentle,” I tell them, looking pointedly at Tony.

      They all begin talking at once, giving my brother a hard time about his dating habits as I escape the dining room. I cross through the living room and open the door.

      But there’s no one there.

      Achilles leaps up on his hind legs, startling me.

      For a second, I was worried Tony might have a fatal attraction situation on his hands.

      “Ache! What are you doing here, sweet boy?” I love on his massive head and see a red ribbon tied around his neck. With a card attached to it.

      My heart skips a beat and restarts out of rhythm.

      What the?

      Turning my face away from an overabundance of Achille’s kisses and signaling him to stand down, I open the card.

      Hollis,

      All I want for Christmas is your forgiveness. I am an ass and I messed up. Also, Achilles wanted to bring you this in person. Or, in dog.

      There’s a gift card attached to the lingerie boutique Jonah and I went to recently.

      It feels like a lifetime ago. Part of me wishes we could go back to that day. But deep down, beneath the hurt, I know I wouldn’t take back a single second of our time together.

      Movement to the left catches my eye as Jonah steps out from the sidewalk.

      I don’t even know what to say. I can’t process his presence at my house.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His hands remain in his pockets as he approaches.

      “Apologizing. How’s it going so far?”

      Ache licks the palm of my hand.

      “Using the dog is cheating.”

      Jonah nods. “Never said I was into fighting fair.”

      I work to control my breathing as he commands Achilles to come to him.

      I wave the gift card. “Guess I’m getting some new lingerie. Wonder who I should wear it for…”

      Jonah smirks. “I’d be willing to suffer through another fashion show if you need help picking something out.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Hollis,” he begins, and I stare openly because I’ve never seen him like this. Vulnerable. Unsure of himself. “I met with the reporter.” His throat moves as he swallows. “It wasn’t Addi who tipped him off.”

      “I know.”

      He sighs. “What happened was my fault and mine entirely. And even if you had told Addi and she’d told someone, it wasn’t right to react like that. You didn’t deserve that. I’ve just never…”

      I wait impatiently for him to continue.

      “Never what?”

      His eyes practically glow under the street lamp. “I’ve never let anyone in before. Not as close as I’ve let you in. I don’t know how it happened. I woke up one day, and there you were.”

      My lungs constrict. “You hired me to be your dog walker.” I can’t help but feel guilty about the one truth I’ve always kept from him. “Speaking of, I should probably tell you something I’ve been meaning to for a long time. I wasn’t there to walk the dogs that day, Jonah.”

      I just got lucky that the actual dog walker never showed.

      “I know that.” He grins, the charming boyish grin I love. “There was no dog walker position. I made it up.”

      My entire life is a lie.

      Strangely, I’m not that upset about it.

      “What? But you said—”

      “I was watching the interviews on camera. You were too tempting to be my receptionist. So I messaged Elaine and told her to say the position had been filled. Then seeing you up close…in person…” He pauses, shrugging and lowering his gaze. “I couldn’t let you go. I happened to have the dogs with me that day in the office and it was all I could come up with on the spot.”

      I eye him warily to determine if he’s telling the truth. No nervous tics of any kind. It appears that he is.

      “So what now?” I ask quietly.

      “What do you want now?”

      I am not prepared to answer that. I focus on the short-term.

      “I want you to come inside, eat dinner, and play charades with my family.”

      His expression turns pained. “Seriously? Charades?”

      I step closer and peer up at him from under my eyelashes. “You really hurt my feelings, Jonah. My sensitive little feelings. After taking my virginity.”

      “Oh, you’re playing that card? Really?”

      I shrug. “My dad taught me to work with what I got.”

      “And you’ll really forgive me if I play charades?”

      “It will be a start.”

      Jonah shakes his head and holds his hand out to me. “In that case, lead the way.
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        THE MOST WONDERFUL TIME OF THE YEAR

      

        

      

      Seeing Hollis in her natural habitat is hazardous to my health.

      She’s vibrant, beaming while introducing me to everyone. Her brothers I’ve met, but now there are her mom, dad, and the infamous Addison.

      After some invasive sniffing of Hollis’s mom’s Yorkie and Addison’s Terrier, Achilles makes himself right at home by the fireplace. The whole group is gathered, drinking spiked eggnog and playing the most competitive game of charades I’ve ever witnessed.

      It’s like I’ve walked onto the set of a family sitcom, but there are quite a few more curse words flying around than the FCC would allow on TV.

      I nod and smile and do my best to participate in the conversations they engage me in, but some part of me remains at a distance.

      This is what I wanted my entire life.

      Family.

      A Home.

      Somewhere to belong.

      But witnessing it like this stings—reopening an old wound I try to keep closed.

      I was never worthy of this and the universe knew it.

      Hollis makes eye contact while acting out whatever is on the slip of paper she drew from her the upside down Santa hat. I smile to put her at ease. She’s worried. She knows this is difficult for me. I’m not even in the same zipcode as my comfort zone right now.

      I’m so enthralled watching Hollis act out what I think is maybe a reindeer, I don’t notice Addison approaching until she’s standing right beside me.

      “She loves the holidays,” she says quietly.

      I nod, sipping the punch Hollis’s mom handed me since I don’t drink alcohol or eggnog.

      “I’ve yet to find much she doesn’t love.”

      She watches Hollis with an expression of fondness. I’m glad she has so many people who care about her.

      “She hates doing laundry, when drinks are so hot they burn her tongue—says it ruins her taste buds and she can’t enjoy anything she eats for a week—and disappointing people she cares about.”

      “I doubt anyone is ever disappointed in her.” How could they be? Hollis is just so…Hollis. She’s always smiling and helpful and happy.

      Except when I acted like a complete ass. She wasn’t smiling then.

      Addison’s eyes cut to me. “You okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      Her brothers are yelling something about cheating because she used antler props and their mom is refereeing. But all I see is Hollis, bright, shiny, beautiful Hollis.

      The feeling I have when I look at her, I suspect it’s a lot like a kid on Christmas morning. A kid who had a much more traditional childhood than mine.

      Every cell in my body wants to wrap her in my arms and shout mine to the universe. But I know what I am. And what I’m not.

      If I was to try to be more than her boss, I’d only dim her light. Soon that sparkle everyone loves about her would be extinguished by my darkness.

      My mind works to try and figure out how to give her the job she wants with the WDA while keeping her safe from the monsters that lurk in my shadows.

      “You know,” Addison begins quietly, “she feels things deeper than most people. She pays attention, sees things other people don’t notice. And when she cares about you, your happiness is her happiness. Your pain is her pain.”

      Exactly why I try not to let her see any of my pain. I’ve tried to protect her from the worst part of me. But keeping Hollis out is like trying to live without exposure to the sun. Cold and empty.

      “One day,” she continues, “someone is going to fall madly in love with her.” She pauses to let that painfully poisonous knowledge soak in. “And when they do, and they fight for her, stand up to her brothers and love her in the way she deserves, she will probably fall madly in love right back.”

      My stomach twists angrily. Her words punch a hole through my chest.

      “You going to be okay with that, Jonah?”

      Fuck no.

      “I’ll be happy as long as Hollis is happy. She’s an amazing girl. I hope she gets everything she deserves.”

      Addison side-eyes me. “So do I.”

      Before she says anything else, Hollis takes me by both hands and pulls me toward the fireplace.

      “Your turn, Jonah!”

      I want to protest, to tell her I’m just a spectator. But the look on her face, the hopefulness in her pleading gaze, makes it impossible.

      She holds the hat full of folded slips of paper out to me and I take a square and unfold it.

      “It’s tied 3 to 3, girls vs guys,” she informs me. “No pressure, but if the guys get this one, it’ll break their four-year losing streak.”

      No pressure my ass. The cop brother that punched me, Mikey, says something about last year being rigged and they erupt into good-natured arguing once more.

      I stare at the word on the paper and know I’m doomed.

      I can only think of one way to act this out and no one in this room is going to like it.

      Oh well. Fortunately I’m good at taking hits to the face.

      I hold my hand over Hollis’s head as if I’m pinching something between my fingers, then lean in and kiss her softly on the lips.

      She stares at me, stunned, when I pull back.

      The once voracious room is completely silent.

      Our eyes remain locked and Addison’s words come back to me. One day someone is going to fall madly in love with her.

      Pretty sure someone already has. Someone named me.

      “Mistletoe,” Hollis’s dad calls out, breaking our trance.

      I touch my nose and point at him without looking away from Hollis.

      Her brothers opt to celebrate the victory and the end of their losing streak instead of pummeling me, which I appreciate.

      Hollis breaks our eye contact and excuses herself to serve dessert. I watch as Addison follows her into the kitchen. The rest of the family jokes about charade tournaments past, but I catch her mom’s eye and she gives me a warm smile. I don’t know if it’s approval or what, but it feels like someone is rooting for me. Welcoming me.

      After too much dessert and coffee, I bid everyone goodnight and Hollis walks me outside.

      Snow is coming down on the sidewalk but doesn’t look like it’s going to stick.

      She holds her tongue out and catches a few flakes. They melt instantly. My dick twitches at the sight of her tongue.

      “Get back inside before you freeze,” I say while loading Achilles into the backseat.

      She’s wearing an oversized gray sweater but it’s not enough to keep her warm out here.

      She wraps her arms around herself. “I’m glad you came tonight.”

      I use my hands to rub her upper arms rapidly, creating friction to keep her warm and as an excuse to touch her.

      “It was fun.”

      She tilts her head to one side. “Do you really mean that?”

      I shrug. “Yeah, I think so. I crashed your Christmas Eve and all, but I had a good time. Did you make that cheesecake?”

      She nods. “I did.”

      “It was amazing. I’m guessing it wasn’t vegan, but it was worth cheating this once.”

      “Sorry.” She breathes white steam into the icy air. “The cherry pie was the closest thing to vegan actually. But there was regular butter in the crust. If I had known you were coming I would’ve—”

      “It’s fine, Hollis,” I say, touching her lips to quiet her concern. “I was only teasing.”

      She stills, like when I kissed her earlier. I’m tempted as hell to do it again. One more taste.

      She knows what I’m thinking. I can see the knowledge heating her gaze.

      The memory of being inside her, of having her warm naked body beside me in my bed slams into me.

      Swallowing takes actual effort.

      “I need to tell you something,” I blurt out.

      She blinks. “Okay. What is it?”

      “It was the salesgirl at the toy store who leaked my Santa gig to the press.”

      She inhales sharply. “I see.”

      “I really am sorry for the way I reacted. It was over the top, even if you had told Addison and she’d leaked it. I wish I’d handled it better.”

      “I forgive you, Jonah,” she says evenly, sounding like she means it. “You were upset. You made a mistake. It happens.”

      I frown. “Why are you letting me off the hook so easily? Because I played one round of charades? Really?”

      She shivers and I rub her arms some more. “No. I forgive you because I can tell that you’re genuinely sorry. And because it’s on the list.”

      I laugh. “Oh, great. The list. What else is on there?”

      Her cheeks pink but she doesn’t respond right away. “Did I ever tell you about Ache’s ear medication?”

      Blanking at the abrupt change of subject, all that comes out of my mouth is “Huh?”

      She sighs heavily. “Last spring, when Ache had all those allergies and his ears got infected, I took him to the vet and they gave me this medicine.” I watch as the memory contorts her face into one of distress and remorse. “I didn’t read the instructions. I just used the dropper to put the medicine into his ears. It was pink and sticky and weird so I freaked out and called the vet. It was an oral antibiotic. Not ear drops.” Her eyes fill up with moisture.

      “Oh, Hollis. I’m sure he was fine.” I wrap my arms around her and pull her to my chest to comfort her. And okay, because I need to hold her as much as she needs to be held.

      “I had to suction it out and clean his ears and he was in so much pain. I felt awful.”

      “It was an honest mistake.”

      She nods. “Exactly. And I didn’t tell you because I was upset and embarrassed that I’d done something so careless and dumb. But that’s what I was thinking about tonight. You made a mistake and hurt me—even though you really didn’t mean to. I made a mistake and hurt Ache, even though I would never in a million years hurt him on purpose. He forgave me. I can forgive you.”

      I grin at her. “Sometimes, Hollis Rossi, I worry that you’re too pure for this world.”

      “No so pure anymore,” she says quietly.

      Because I took her virginity.

      My chest tightens and I nod. “Because of me.”

      Her nose grazes mine. “Thanks to you,” she whispers. “I don’t regret it, Jonah. I hope you don’t either.”

      My mouth goes dry and my heart beats harder. I feel like a fifteen-year-old with a crush on the homecoming queen.

      “I don’t,” I manage to get out. “Not even a little.”

      Matter of fact, all I can think about since she left is how to get her back in my bed.

      The front door opens and Hollis’s bar-owning brother pokes his head out.

      “Hollis,” he calls out. “It’s your night to do the dishes. And Mom needs help wrapping some stuff.”

      Hollis rolls her eyes. “Be right there.”

      Part of me doesn’t want to let her go yet, but I’ve been selfish enough for one evening.

      “They look out for you,” I say. “It’s sweet.”

      She frowns. “It was sweet when I was twelve. At twenty-four, it’s obnoxious and annoying.”

      “You have a wonderful family, Hollis. That’s a good thing.”

      She glances toward the house then back at me. “They like you.”

      Chuckling lightly, I shove my hands in my pockets so I can keep them off her. “I don’t know about that, but at least no one punched me in the face tonight.”

      “It’s a start,” she says.

      Her smile takes my breath away. I want to kiss her. But if I kiss her, I’ll convince her to come over tonight. To wake up to what Christmas morning? Me freaking out and pushing her away instead of presents with her family?

      “Goodnight, Hollis,” I say, turning to get into the Rover.

      She watches me climb into the vehicle then sighs. “You have plans tomorrow?”

      “Nah. Probably get some work done. Check in with Miss Nancy, see if they need anything.”

      “You could come have dinner with us. We always have way too much food.”

      The offer is genuine because Hollis doesn’t know how to be anything else, but I’ve been invited to enough pity dinners over the years.

      “I think I’ve crashed enough Rossi holidays for one year.”

      As if to prove my point, her brother calls out the door again. “Hollis, Mom’s waiting.”

      She ignores him. “I’m still walking the dogs Saturday right?”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      “Merry Christmas, Jonah.”

      “Merry Christmas, Hollis.”

      My eyes remain locked on her as she turns and goes inside.

      My cell phone rings and I glance at the screen.

      Bruce “Rock” Rockford’s name appears on my screen.

      It’s been years since I’ve talked to him. I hit the button on my steering wheel to answer on speaker as I pull onto the street.

      “What’s up, Rock? Calling to wish me a Merry Christmas?”

      “Jonah,” he greets me. “I’m surprised you answered.”

      “Am I going to regret it?”

      He chuckles heartily. “I hope not.”

      “So what’s going on?”

      “Hear me out, son. All the way through. Believe me, you’re going to want to consider the offer on the table.”

      No, I’m probably not. But I respect my former manager enough to hear him out. “Lay it on me.”

      I turn on my signal to hit the freeway. I’ve just merged into traffic when Rock clears his throat and begins.

      “Jones just bailed on the New Year’s Eve fight. Severe concussion from a car accident he was in last week.”

      “And how does this affect me?”

      “Stryker wants a rematch. It’s what he’s wanted since you left. Not only is the UFC willing to give you fifty k for the fight, Stryker says he’ll donate a quarter of a million dollars to your group home. Win or lose.”

      My least favorite reporter ran the story on Joey and my childhood this morning. Clearly it’s made the rounds.

      But then I remember something he said about would I be willing to return to fighting professionally if it was for a good cause. So he leaked a lot more than a story about my past.

      “This feels like a set up,” I say.

      Malachi Stryker is a former UFC champ and no one to fuck around with. I beat him three years ago in a highly controversial judge’s decision. It was the very last fight of my career.

      “It’s just an opportunity, Jonah. Nothing more, nothing less. Up to you.”

      I’m at war with myself in the middle of the highway. Fifty thousand dollars would be huge for the WDA. And two hundred and fifty thousand would completely change the lives of the thirty-six kids living in the group home. Hell of a lot more than a couple of Christmas presents.

      “Can I think about it?”

      He coughs. “Come on, Jonah. We both know you’re out of shape. If you’re going to do it, you have to get out here and start training like yesterday.”

      “I still train a little here and there.”

      “Stryker’s been off for six months. What do you think he’s been doing every single day?”

      “Point taken.”

      “The fight was scheduled to be in New York since they were both training here, but the association has agreed to bring it to you if you agree. They’ll move it to The Garden. New Year’s Eve. I’ll get you on a redeye tonight. Be ready first thing in the morning.”

      “I haven’t said yes yet,” I remind me.

      “You’d have already hung up on me if you weren’t interested. See you soon.” The call is disconnected from his end and I drive in stunned silence to my place.

      By the time I make it inside, I know what I have to do.
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        HAVE YOURSELF A MERRY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

      

        

      

      Jonah’s only been gone about an hour when my phone rings with his name on the screen.

      “Hey—”

      “Hollis, listen. I know tomorrow is Christmas but we need to talk. Is there any way you can pack a bag and come stay at my place for a few days? Could you do that?”

      My heart leaps into my throat. “You mean like right now?”

      “Right now. I have to be at the airport in an hour.”

      “The airport? Jonah, what’s going—”

      “There’s no time, Hollis. If you’re coming, please just get your stuff and get here as soon as you can. If not, I need to figure out somewhere to board the boys. But I’d rather tell you this in person either way.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there soon.”

      What in the actual hell is going on?

      Only one way to find out I guess.

      I throw a few pairs of leggings and some sweaters, underwear, and my toothbrush into my carry-on while mentally preparing myself to explain to my family why I’m leaving on Christmas Eve. If I’m lucky, they’ll all be in bed already and I can just leave a note.

      I ease down the stairs like a teenager sneaking out. When I make it to the living room, I see Dad asleep in the recliner. Tiptoeing past him, I hear my mom clear her throat in the kitchen.

      She steps around the corner and gestures to my bag. “Running away from home, Hollis? Been awhile since you’ve pulled that one.”

      I sigh. “I know it’s Christmas Eve, but something is going on with Jonah.”

      Mom nods. “I noticed.”

      “Not that. Well, yes that. But this isn’t about that. He’s leaving town for some kind of emergency so I—”

      “So you jump and run when he calls? That’s not the Hollis I know.”

      She’s got a point there.

      “It’s different with Jonah.”

      “You were moping like someone ran over your puppy tonight until he showed up. Now you’re leaving in the middle of the night.” She sighs heavily. The dark strands of hair are salted around her temples. I hadn’t noticed how much she was aging these past two years. “I’m all for young love, Hollis. I just worry about you is all. It’s my job, no matter how old you get.”

      “He needs me and I…” How do I explain this to her when I can’t even explain it to myself? “I like that he needs me, Ma. I like that he lets me in when he doesn’t let anyone else in. I care a lot about him.”

      She nods slowly. “I see that. I think he cares about you, too. But I’ve watched you put your own life on hold for the past two years. What has he put on hold for you? Anything?”

      I don’t have time for this in-depth analysis right now.

      “We have a lot to figure out. I know this.”

      “I read the story about him online this morning. About his temper and that boy he nearly killed.”

      I’d hoped my family hadn’t seen that but I knew the story—or some version of it—would make the rounds at the bar eventually.

      “It was a long time ago,” I tell her. “He was an out of control kid that grew up in the state foster care system. But he did grow up. He’s not like that anymore—rather, that’s not really who he is. He’s one of the sweetest, most generous people I know.”

      “Be careful, sweetheart. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I will.” I hug her and tell her I’ll be back as soon as I can tomorrow.

      Once I’m on the road, on my way to Jonah, my mother’s words sink in.

      Have I put my life on hold?

      I don’t date. I don’t look for other jobs. I don’t move forward unless it suits Jonah.

      He’s right about one thing.

      We need to talk.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not serious?”

      I stand in the middle of Jonah’s kitchen trying to focus on what he’s saying instead of remembering the last time I was here and naked on the countertop.

      “Do you know another way to come up with that kind of money, Hollis?”

      I frown. “I told you, we can do a fundraiser at the bar and—”

      “It’s a quarter of a million dollars. No local fundraiser is going to bring in that kind of cash.”

      I can’t think fast enough. He’s packed. His black suitcase looks military grade sitting ominously like a soldier by the door. He’s leaving for the airport as soon as his Uber arrives.

      “You forget things, Jonah. Like buying dog food. Appointments. People’s names. How many more hits can you take until you can’t remember your own?”

      “I don’t know. I hope we don’t find out.”

      “This is because of that story? The one that ran this morning? You don’t have to spend the rest of your life paying for one mistake, Jonah.”

      His eyes tighten. “I know that. It’s not that. I know I can’t do everything, but why wouldn’t I do what I can?”

      Because I’m scared.

      “There has to be another way to—”

      “There isn’t.” His phone chimes. His driver has arrived. He places his hands on my shoulders. “Think about what this will mean for the kids. A full-time ASL teacher for Lylah Kate. Maybe a cochlear implant if she’s a candidate. Tutors for the kids with learning disabilities. The kind of technology that will actually give them a chance in today’s world.”

      “Jonah...” I can’t argue with his list but it’s not his responsibility to provide those things.

      “I have to go, Hollis. Please, make yourself at home. I’ll keep in touch the best that I can. I really appreciate this.”

      He’s practically running out the door.

      I reach for his jacket and tug. “Jonah, please. Stop and think for just a minute. We need to talk.”

      He turns, meeting my stare with a heated one of his own. “I know it seems like I’m running away from you, Hollis. From whatever is going on with us. It’s just bad timing, that’s all. When I get back, we’ll talk. I swear it.”

      “Whatever your reasons are, I want to go on record saying I officially think this is a terrible idea.”

      He nods. “Noted.”

      “You left the UFC—that world, that life—for a reason. For lots of reasons.”

      “If anything happens to me, the boys are yours. Matter of fact, the WDA is yours too.”

      “Don’t say things like that.” A lump of emotion clogs my throat.

      “I’m kidding,” he says, leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. “I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “So much for a merry Christmas,” I mumble because I know there’s no changing his mind. He’s still standing here physically, but I see the faraway look in his eyes.

      He’s already gone.

      When he opens the door, I can’t help myself. This mouth of mine has a mind of its own. “You’re sure you really want to do this?”

      Jonah stops, freezing in place and turning to face me once more. “Honestly? No.”

      “Then why—”

      “You know how I got into fighting in the first place? How I learned I could knock a guy out with one hit? Protecting the people I love, Hollis. I will always fight for the people I love. Always.”

      He kisses me once more, crushing his lips to mine. I savor the brief contact. But it’s over as quickly as it began and he’s out the door.

      It closes with a slam and I stare at it for a full minute.

      “When will you fight for us, Jonah?” I say only to myself. “When are you going to start fighting for your own happiness?”

      Only Zeus and Ache hear my desperate plea.

      Neither of them has an answer either.
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          JONAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        COME ALL YE’ FAITHFUL

      

        

      

      Training is brutal but it has to be. The only way I stand a chance of holding my own against Stryker is to utilize every possible second.

      As soon as I arrive at the training facility, Rock looks me dead in the eyes and says, “You know we’re not training to win, Jonah. There’s not enough time. We’re training so you’ll survive.”

      My entire life everyone has underestimated me. Maybe the staff here is training me so I don’t get knocked out or worse in the first ten seconds, but I’m giving this everything I have knowing I can beat Stryker. I know him, his habits, his strengths and his weaknesses.

      In the past, I’ve been able to focus all of my mental and physical energy wholly on training. It was never something I struggled to do. But this time is different.

      Texting Hollis has taken on a life of its own since I left.

      At first, the messages were innocent.

      I let her know my plane landed safely and that I made it to the training facility in New York.

      She responded with a picture of her and the dogs in my bed. To which I responded that I was jealous of the dogs. Hollis Facetimed me to say goodnight and I noticed she was wearing one of my sweatshirts.

      The next thing I knew, my dick was rock hard and I was stroking it thinking about being in her mouth again.

      Our good morning texts have even turned dirty.

      She dreamt about me, which was logical since she slept in my bed. But she keeps teasing me with the content of her dream, promising to demonstrate when I get home if I don’t take the fight.

      Now I’m getting my ass handed to me during training while I seriously contemplate breaching the contracts I just signed.

      Every day should be the same.

      Up early, running, training, lifting, running, training, showering, crashing.

      Lather, rinse, repeat.

      But Hollis beckons me, sending me cute pictures of her and the boys, making me miss the ever-loving shit out of her.

      I’ve never had anyone to miss before.

      I don’t know if I like it.

      My former manager definitely doesn’t.

      Rock glares at me. “For fuck’s sakes, Jonah. What is so important on that damn phone?”

      I drop it into my bag and jog over to where the photographer is waiting to snap some promo pictures for the fight.

      “Sorry.”

      “You got a girl now, or what?” He positions me and I hold my hands up.

      “It’s complicated, Rock. It’s been a busy month.”

      “I get it, kid,” he huffs out. “But whoever she is, I’m sure she’s attached to that pretty face of yours. So let’s use these next forty-eight hours to work on keeping it in tact, shall we?”

      When I get back to my hotel room that night, I’m spent. I take the hottest shower I can tolerate and crawl into bed.

      I’m planning to text Hollis goodnight—hoping she’ll send a picture. Any picture. If she doesn’t, I’ll settle for the silly one of her with icing in her hair I took. Seeing her face is all I want. Before I fall asleep and when I first wake up.

      Then you should’ve stayed.

      I might be the only man alive who rushes off to get his ass beat by a former UFC champion because it’s the less frightening option.

      I reach into my bag, then pour the contents out onto the floor in search of my phone.

      It isn’t in there.

      Son of a bitch.

      Rock took my fucking phone.
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          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        JOY TO THE WORLD

      

        

      

      I haven’t heard from Jonah in two days.

      The fight is tomorrow night.

      The downtime has given me a chance to research Malachi Stryker and I don’t like anything I see.

      He’s put several opponents in the hospital. He’s merciless and huge and has it out for Jonah with a vengeance.

      He’s literally a former UFC champion and after watching his last fight on YouTube, I know I can’t watch him do that to Jonah. He aims for the head and swings like a cornered animal fighting for his life.

      “What do you mean you’re not going?” Addi gapes at me from across the table at our favorite coffee shop.

      I take a long drink of my caramel frapp. “Exactly what I said. I’m not going. I’m not watching that giant barbarian bash Jonah’s head in. Miss Nancy invited me to a pajama party for the kids to watch the ball drop and that’s how I’m going to spend my New Years.”

      Addi rolls her eyes. “Yeah, okay. You’ll go insane wondering if he’s okay,” she says matter-of-factly.

      “Miss Nancy bought the fight on pay-per view so I can check in if I want to. But I’m telling you, Addi, he shouldn’t be doing this. Not for all the money in the world. Miss Nancy agrees and she stands to benefit more than anyone else.”

      “Regardless, he is. He’s a grown man, Hollis. It’s his decision.”

      I nod. “I know. And I’ve made my peace with that. But it’s the wrong decision. Deep down, I think he knows that.”

      “Tell me something,” she says before taking a sip of her latte. “Why do you think he said yes? You think it’s really just about the money? Or about the charitable donation?”

      I shrug. “I think Jonah carries a lot of guilt around. About his past. About that kid he hurt years ago. I think maybe he feels like he deserves to be punished. If taking a beating benefits those kids, then that suits him fine because in his mind, he deserves it anyway.”

      Addi frowns at her cup. “That’s sad as shit. I read the article. It wasn’t all bad. The reporter mentioned that Jonah still pays that guy’s medical bills. And he bought him a house and paid to have it made handicap accessible. What more does he feel he should do?”

      “Rescue all the defenseless animals in the world and fix the lives of all the children living in the group home where he grew up.”

      Sighing, she levels me with her gaze. “Don’t you two make quite the pair? Saving the world, one good deed at a time.”

      “What good deeds have I done?”

      She laughs as if I’ve said something amusing. “Oh, I don’t know, Hollis. Just everything anyone has ever asked of you. Taking care of your parents, your grandfather, the bar, your brothers, Jonah, his dogs.” She sets her cup aside. “Have you ever actually said no before?”

      “I’m not going to the fight, Addi. It’s a no for me. So yes, I have.”

      “My money says you’ll be there, Hollis. You may not be ready to face it, but you’re in love with him. And as someone who’s been there, I can honestly tell you, love has no limits. You may not want to go, but you’ll end up there. One way or another.”

      “You’re wrong,” I tell her, because for once, she is. “I couldn’t finish watching the fight online of that guy pummeling a dude I didn’t even know. There’s no way I could watch him do that to Jonah live and in person.”

      “Maybe he won’t. Maybe Jonah will straight up kick his ass.”

      I scoff at her. “Jonah left on a redeye flight to get a year’s worth of training in one week. How well do you think that’s going to go?”

      Her shoulders slump. “It’s a shame they couldn’t have given him more time.”

      More time.

      Yes, that would’ve been nice.

      I wanted more time with Jonah. More time to explore what was happening between us. More time together to figure it out.

      Fear settles cold in my bones.

      There’s a chance that after this fight, Jonah won’t be Jonah anymore. What then?

      Will he still be so passionate about the WDA? Will he still spar with the boys from the group home on Saturday mornings?

      Will he still want me?

      All I have is questions without answers. Because he’s gone and he’s incommunicado.

      Seeing the turmoil on my face, Addi reaches across the table and places her hand on mine.

      “For what it’s worth, I used to watch Jonah fight on TV with your brother sometimes. He’s good, Hollis. I mean really good. No one would’ve cared that he walked away if he’d been mediocre. There’s a reason there’s so much at stake here.”

      Money, she means money.

      But my heart aches straight through my chest.

      There’s a lot more at stake here than money.
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          JONAH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I’LL BE HOME FOR CHRISTMAS

      

        

      

      “She’s where?”

      Addison Rossi stands outside the locker room at the edge of the concrete hallway leading to the octagon telling me news I can’t handle at the moment.

      “The group home, Jonah. She’s at some New Year’s party for the kids.”

      “I need her here.”

      Addison takes a visibly deep breath. “Have you ever thought about what she needs?”

      After Rock took my phone, I wasn’t able to communicate with Hollis these past two days. I left her a voicemail when I boarded the plane to come home this morning but she never responded. I thought she’d be here. No, I expected it. Because she’s always done what was best for me. Something I’ve taken for granted.

      I’ve taken her for granted.

      “What does she need from me?”

      Addison looks at me like I’m mentally challenged. “Seriously? If you don’t know then—”

      The rest of her sentence is drowned out by the crowd and a group of security guards approaching. It’s insane in here. Flashing lights and cameras and roaring voices waiting for me at the end of the hall.

      The Garden is sold out and I can’t hear myself think.

      I’m amped up to sonic boom level, testosterone and adrenaline fueling the inferno burning inside me.

      “We have to get out there, Jonah,” Rock says, blocking my view of Addison. He pulls the black hood over my head and I see the red edges of the X that spreads across the back of my robe.

      I’m swept into the group and escorted toward the octagon. Once I’m in the center, I lower my hood and stare at all of it, remembering the rush. Remembering the soul-deep satisfying feel of victory over my opponent.

      For a long time, I thought it was the best feeling in the world. Wondered if I’d ever feel that type of rush again. Figured I probably wouldn’t.

      And now it’s nothing compared to how Hollis makes me feel just by existing. Her smile, her laugh, her touch.

      The past week has been the hardest of my life, and I’ve survived the jungle and the state foster care system so that’s saying something. But not because of the strenuous schedule, or cutting weight, or the endless endurance training.

      Because I have missed my girl.

      And it’s time I ask her if she’s ready to be that, because once Hollis Rossi is officially mine, I am never, ever letting her go.

      I made this mistake before. Lost everything once already.

      I won’t do it again.

      I won’t lose her over this.

      I begin to unwrap my hands. The staff Rock hired rushes to my aid, but I wave them off.

      I toss my grappling gloves onto the metal folding chair and exit the cage. My heart thuds painfully through my entire body as I storm toward the locker room.

      “Call her, Addison,” I shout over the crowd as I walk past her front row seat. “Please. Tell her I’m not doing this without her. If she doesn’t want me to do this, then I won’t.”

      I’ll figure out another way to raise the money for the home.

      Rock follows close behind, calling my name but I can’t deal with him right now.

      He didn’t check on me these past few years. He didn’t reach out until he stood to gain something from it.

      He doesn’t make me muffins and make me smile and make every goddamn day better just by existing.

      Fuck him.

      With two fingers, I signal the two security guards at the door to lean in so they can hear me. “Don’t let anyone in unless they’re female, got it? Last name Rossi only.”

      They both nod their understanding. The door slams shut behind me and I drop myself onto the padded leather bench in the middle of the room.

      I don’t know how long I sit there, in the dark, head in my hands trying to figure out how the hell I ended up here.

      I swore I was done with this. Done communicating with my fists. Done profiting from inflicting pain. I am more than this. I’ve proven that with the WDA. I am capable of doing some good in this life.

      Aren’t I?

      I rub the tension from the back of my neck and think about Hollis. Sweet, sexy, beautiful Hollis.

      The first time I laid eyes on her, I knew she was too good for me. But I couldn’t let her go either. Because damn, who can let go of something so perfect? Even if all you get is to admire it from afar, that’s better than nothing.

      But Hollis gives me so much more than that. She gives me everything she has to give, including herself.

      And I fucked it up. Like I always do. But she forgave me.

      Not in the “I forgive you, but I’m going to hold this shit over your head for years,” kind of way. She truly forgave the biggest mistake I ever made.

      I hurt her. The one person I never wanted to hurt because I need her.

      I fucking love her.

      Therein lies the truth I’ve tried to avoid admitting for two solid years.

      In all my adult life, I’ve made damn sure never to need anyone. But I need her.

      Whatever else I do in this life, I will do with her.

      The door opens and my head snaps upward.

      Some tiny sliver of hope that she’s actually here escapes the cracks in my heart. But it’s not her.

      It’s Addison.

      I try not to let my disappointment show. I fail.

      She frowns at me. “Well, Mikey’s pissed that you made a ‘female Rossi’s only’ entry rule.”

      “Sorry. I’m not taking any hits to the face until that bell rings.”

      A hint of a smile curves her lips. She pulls her blond mass of curls to one side and folds her arms. “Well you owe him one. He’s using his cruiser to go get her. Lights, sirens and the whole bit. Which he never does for anyone.”

      “Seriously?”

      The weight on my shoulders begins to lift, just a little, but it’s something.

      She nods. “Yeah. We agree with you. She should be here. She wants to be here. She’s just…”

      “Stubborn as fuck?”

      “Yeah, that. And worried about you. She’s scared, Jonah. How could she not be? This is insanity.”

      “I know.” I let my head hang.

      “I mean, you have to fight a motherfucking former champion, really? On one week of half-ass training?”

      I sigh heavily. “There was nothing half-ass about it, trust me. But yeah, I realize it’s not the brightest idea ever.”

      “Ya think?”

      Hollis was right. Addison does not mince words or sugar coat shit.

      “I’m not coming back to this. No matter what the media says. It’s a one-time thing. It was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up because it benefits the people I care about.”

      Addison sits down beside me. “I get that. And Hollis does too. It’s an honorable thing you’re doing. It’s just happens to be crazy as hell.”

      “Story of my life.”

      “Look, I know you probably think this is the scariest thing you’re going to do tonight, but it’s not.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “Oh yeah?”

      She narrows her eyes on mine. “You tell her how you feel tonight, Jonah. Enough is enough. Every time I turn around she’s bending over backwards to please you, to help you, to meet your needs for whatever reason. We both know she’s more than the damn dog walker. So man up. Go out there and kick some ass—or get your ass kicked, whichever—and then tell Hollis the truth. It’s time.”

      I rub my hands on my bare knees. “I know. She deserves the truth. But I can’t help thinking she deserves so much better than me, you know?”

      “Like who?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know specifically. Just someone more…conventional. Someone who has a family to introduce her to. Someone who plays charades at Christmas and has family dinners on Sunday. Shit like that.”

      Addison scoffs at my admission. “She already has plenty of shit like that. What she wants is you.”

      Before I can argue, Addison puts her hand up.

      “You know anyone who could protect her better than you? Another former professional fighter who might keep her safer on the mean streets of Boston?”

      I shrug.

      She gives me a pointed stare. “Do you have erectile dysfunction, Jonah? Is there someone who could, you know, take care of her physical needs better than you?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Then stop whatever self-deprecating bullshit you got going on here. So you’re a foster kid with a past. So is practically half the damn city. Hollis doesn’t care about that. She cares about you.”

      “I don’t even have a last name to give her, Addison.”

      She breaths heavily “Pick one then. Did you know pretty much anyone can change their name to whatever they want?” Before I respond, her eyes widen. “Wait a minute. Back the truck up. Why does that even matter? Are you wanting to give Hollis your last name? Because I thought we were talking about dating here.”

      I tilt my head to one side. “You know her. You think anyone could date Hollis and not want to put their name on it?”

      She laughs lightly. “Aww, Jonah. You love her so much you want to get the government involved.”

      I contemplate this. I want her to be mine, I want everyone to know she’s mine, and I never want another man to touch what’s mine.

      So yeah. I’ll probably have to get the government involved. Get some official paperwork and all.

      We sit in silence until Addison’s phone dings. She glances down at the screen, then up at me.

      “She’s here, Jonah. Mikey has his badge and the VIP passes you sent us. They’re on their way back here now.”

      My heart freezes and stutters in my chest as if it forgot how to function properly.

      I nod. “I need to talk to her. Alone.”

      Addison stands and touches my shoulder gently. “Okay, oh, uh you’re covered in slime.”

      I laugh. “It’s petroleum jelly. Keeps my skin from splitting open every time he lands a punch.”

      She wipes her hand on a nearby towel. “Well, gross. And also, good luck, Jonah.”

      “With Hollis or with the fight?”

      She tosses me a hopeful smile as she opens the door to leave. “Both. You’ll need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

          HOLLIS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        DREAMING OF A WHITE CHRISTMAS

      

        

      

      I’ve never seen anything like the crowd at The Garden tonight. Mikey and a few other security guys rush me through a back entrance and toward a dimly lit hallway. Feels like we’re underground.

      “He says he’s not doing this without you,” Mikey tells me after reading Addi’s latest text message. “And I’ve got money on the fight, so, uh, if you could talk him into going through with it, that would be great.”

      I shake my head at my brother. “Nice.”

      “Hey, my money is on him at least. I could’ve bet against him.”

      “Why didn’t you? The odds aren’t exactly in his favor.”

      We reach a door with two more security guys blocking it. “Because that would’ve been like betting against you, little sister. And we both know I’d never do that.”

      “Thanks, Mikey. For coming to get me.”

      “You’re welcome. Our seats are on the front row. Come sit with me and Addi when you’re done in there.”

      Addi walks toward us from the other end of the hallway.

      “There you are.”

      I nod. “So it would seem.”

      She offers me a sympathetic smile. “He says he’s not doing this without you. So if you really don’t want him to, all you have to do is say the word.”

      “Okay,” I say weakly, pulling all the oxygen I can manage into my lungs before opening the door.

      I don’t have the first clue what I’m going to say to Jonah. Since the minute Mikey appeared at the group home, practically dragging me outside, talking about how I had to come to The Garden, everything has been a blur.

      Blood rushes in my ears as I step into the darkened room.

      “Jonah?” I call into the darkness after the door closes behind me.

      “Over here.”

      Jonah is lying back on an angled table that looks like something from a doctor’s office.

      I walk slowly over to him. In his tight fighting briefs, I can see every sinew, every muscle, every vein in his perfect body.

      He seems broader and more defined than when he left. My mind can’t process how so much can change in one week. It makes me nervous about what else has changed.

      He breathes deeply before opening his eyes. “You’re in your pajamas.”

      “I was at a pajama party. Kind of a prerequisite.” My black and red flannel buffalo plaid PJs are not exactly what I’d hoped to have on to greet Jonah when he returned. But here we are.

      “The kids doing okay?”

      My breathing slows closer to normal. “Yeah. They’re great. I brought Zeus and Achilles for the little ones to play with. Miss Nancy is letting the older ones watch the fight.”

      “Really?” Surprise colors what I can see of his face.

      “She didn’t plan on it. She ordered it so she and I could watch. But some of the older boys had a phone and were already sneaking and watching anyways. She figures this way at least she can cut it off if it gets too bad.”

      “Meaning if I get beat to a bloody pulp.”

      I shrug, turning my head so he can’t see how hard I’m trying not to let that mental image assault my mind.

      “You weren’t coming to watch?”

      I swallow thickly. “I don’t know if I can watch, Jonah. I couldn’t finish watching this Stryker guy pound on a stranger on the Internet. Seeing him do that to you…live and in person…” A sob threatens to escape my throat but I swallow it down.

      “Hollis,” he begins, sitting up and turning toward me. “We need to talk.”

      My body trembles at the sound of my name falling solidly from his lips. “You picked a heck of a time for a chat.”

      He reaches out, taking my hands in his. “It’s more than a chat. I have to tell you something. Something important.”

      I wait, holding my breath. “So tell me.”

      “There is nothing in my life—not the WDA, not the UFC, not all the charitable donations in the world, not even Zeus and Ache—more important than you.”

      Even I hear my own sharp intake of breath.

      “If you don’t want me to do this, then I will call it off here and now and face the consequences.”

      “Because of what happened with Sarah and your child all those years ago?” My eyes drift to the tattoo on his inner forearm. Numbers symbolizing a day he’ll never be able to repair.

      He shakes his head. “Because of you. Because I won’t do anything in this life where a possible side effect is losing you.”

      He palms the side of my face and my eyes fall closed as I savor his touch. I’ve missed it even more than I realized.

      “Do you want me to call this off?”

      I open my eyes and look into his. “Do you want to call it off?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I don’t. But that’s not the point. I should’ve talked to you. I should’ve been honest about my feelings. The truth is, I was fucking terrified. Training and agreeing to take this fight was a cake walk compared to staying and dealing with what was happening between us. So I bailed. And I will regret that every day for the rest of my life.”

      My mind struggles to process his words. “So, wait. You’re more scared of me than of that huge guy out there that wants to beat your beautiful face in?”

      The right side of his mouth lifts. “I’m more scared of you, and of losing you, than anything in this entire world.”

      “Why?” My voice comes out a whisper but he hears me.

      He places his forehead against mine. “Because I have never needed anyone the way I need you. Because I’ve never fallen asleep thinking about someone and woke up thinking about her and had thoughts in the middle of the day I couldn’t wait to tell her. Everything is better with you. Everything has been better since you.”

      I can’t contain the grin spreading across my face. “I need you too, Jonah.” He takes my chin in his hand and part of me needs his kiss like I need oxygen.

      “You are what’s good in my life, Hollis. You’re what’s good in me.”

      His eyes are soft when he leans in to place his lips on mine. But I hold a finger up between us, effectively blocking him.

      “It’s not midnight yet.”

      He blanches visibly at the rejection and I feel bad. “Say what now?”

      “It’s New Year’s Eve.” I give him a mischievous grin. “I want my kiss at midnight, Jonah. I want you to go out there, fight for us, for the kids at the home, and kick that guy’s ass. Then I want you, bruised, bleeding, sweaty, whatever, to kiss me at midnight.”

      He huffs out a loud breath. “You’re really going to make me wait?”

      I nod. “I need insurance. You need motivation to not take too many hits to the face. Kiss me at midnight and I will come home with you tonight and kiss all your boo-boos. All night long. Win or lose.”

      He doesn’t hesitate this time.

      “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think I’m going to throw up,” I tell Addi and my brother once I make it to my seat.

      Inside I’m still a swirling cyclone of messy emotions. Mikey raced us here through crazy traffic, then Jonah poured his heart out, now he’s in the cage in front of me about to brawl with a guy nearly twice his size.

      “Please don’t,” Addi says. “This is a televised event and everyone we know is watching.”

      Tony and Dad are watching with most of the neighborhood at the bar. Mom says she’s not watching at home, but we all know she is.

      Jonah glances at me from his corner of the octagon and grins. At least, I think he grins. It’s hard to tell with the mouthpiece he has in.

      “Midnight,” I mouth at him, pointing dramatically to my watch.

      His eyes gleam under the lights.

      “So the talk went well then?” Addi comments.

      I nod, keeping my eyes on Jonah.

      “But have you completed the list yet?”

      “Uh, we’re getting there.” I jerk my chin toward my brother. “Mikey broke the law several times on the way here.”

      “Don’t forget number six,” Addi sing-songs.

      Number six.

      Don’t fall in love. Sit on his face.

      Well, half that one is probable in the near future. But it’s far too late not to fall in love with Jonah. I’ve been some version of in love with him for two years now.

      Complex, selfless, damaged man that he is, he’s mine. All mine. And I can’t wait to get him home where he’s safe and I no longer have to share him with the world. Or anyone who wants to punch him in his gorgeous face.

      The announcer’s voice is loud on the overhead sound system, but I feel like my head is underwater.

      I watch Jonah and the other guy touch gloves, sucking in a breath when the bell rings.

      “Open your eyes,” Addi says nudging me in the ribs. “He’s okay.”

      I didn’t realize I’d been squeezing them shut. Addi takes my hand in hers while I focus on breathing normally. I’m grateful for the small amount of comfort she provides. I tighten my grip and she does the same.

      Jonah and Stryker circle one another for a moment. My heart leaps into my throat and plummets to my stomach in one breath when Stryker lands the first punch to the side of Jonah’s head.

      My body flinches inward as if I took the hit.

      My eyes close again and I’m praying silently. Begging God to end this quickly, inflicting the least possible amount of pain on Jonah. My mom would be so proud. I didn’t go to Mass with her this year and I think it broke her heart a little. But in my time of need, when I’m completely helpless, all I can think to do is pray my heart out.

      So I do.

      Addi gives my hand another squeeze. Jonah lands some kind of kick to Stryker’s leg.

      And so it goes, back and forth, the two of them trading blows to various body parts for three excruciating rounds.

      Every hit Jonah takes I feel down to my soul. I half expect to be as bruised and battered as he is when I look down between rounds.

      There’s only a minute left in the forth round when the guys lock up in some type of oddly intimate bear-hug looking pose.

      My phone chimes in my purse. The alarm telling me it’s midnight.

      “It’s midnight,” I yell loudly. “Jonah!” Addi looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “He promised to end this by midnight. He owes me a kiss,” I tell her.

      I was crazy to think that was possible. Jonah’s eye is swollen half-shut, bruised, and bleeding down his face, mingling with the gel-type substance he’s covered in. His sweat-soaked hair is dripping down his forehead.

      A loud sound signals the the end of the fourth round. The announcer comes overhead and tells everyone Happy New Year.

      Jonah’s head whips around to me. There’s an apology in his eyes.

      I shrug and offer him a forgiving smile.

      It was a silly request anyway.

      I can’t tell what he’s saying to the guys working on him in his corner but he doesn’t have his mouthpiece in.

      He’s up and in the middle of the octagon when the fifth round begins. Stryker approaches him looking less bloody but definitely a little world weary himself. Jonah waves him forward, antagonizing him. I glance worriedly at Addi, who wears a similar concerned expression.

      Jonah dances around, shifting his weight and causing Stryker to miss him once, twice.

      The third time, he dodges a massive swing from Stryker’s left then comes up with a wild warrior yell escaping his throat as he hits him in the right temple.

      Stryker goes down and the entire arena is on their feet, me, Mikey, and Addi included.

      Stryker’s down and out cold. As in, not getting up.

      The ref counts it out, but the medics are already approaching. When his opponent finally comes to, Jonah helps him to his feet. The poor guy looks like he doesn’t know what day it is or where he is. He’s probably wondering if anyone got the license plate of the truck that just ran him over.

      Relief whooshes through my chest as I realize that this is over.

      Jonah’s done. And he’s okay.

      He won.

      He beat the odds. In that moment it hits me. That’s what Jonah has done his entire life—overcome adversity to become the best version of himself.

      Some guys from his corner rush our seats and pull me toward the fence around the octagon. Addi shoves me toward them and the next thing I know, I’m beside Jonah under bright glaring lights.

      Only I would end up on television in my freaking pajamas.

      A large Samoan guy, who looks like he could bench press us both, wipes Jonah’s face and head rapidly with a towel.

      “Happy New Year, Hollis,” he says once the man moves to the side.

      This is insane. Who’s life is this?

      I grin up at him. “Happy New Year, Jonah.”

      His lips lands on mine and they’re gentle. Probably because they’re split and swollen. But he kisses me deeply, sliding his tongue against mine as his hands grip my waist and pull me closer.

      The entire place erupts into pandemonium, almost as loud as the knock out caused, but I can’t tear myself from Jonah’s side.

      Then something occurs to me and I lean away from him. “If you could’ve just ended the fight like that whenever you wanted, couldn’t you have done it sooner than five rounds?”

      He waves a hand toward the audience. “These people paid to see a fight.”

      “Next year’s celebration might seem a little dull compared to this,” I say into his ear.

      He grins, one eye so swollen it’s no longer opening, but he’s still the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.

      “I’ll promise you one thing, Hollis Rossi. Nothing with us will ever be dull.”

      With that, he kisses me again and I officially fall completely and irrevocably in love with Jonah X.

      Count it out, Ref. This girl is done for.
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        SILENT NIGHT, HOLY NIGHT

      

        

      

      “You need a shower,” Hollis tells me in the back of the luxury sedan taking us to my place. I rinsed the blood and petroleum jelly off at the arena, but she’s right.

      “I need a sponge bath and a massage,” I retort. “Think any nurses are available that might be willing to give me one this time of night?”

      She slaps me playfully on the chest. I took several solid shots to that area so I wince involuntarily.

      “Oh God, Jonah. I’m so sorry.” She leans over and cuddles up to me gently. I breathe in the scent of her. God, I missed her scent.

      “Definitely going to milk this for all it’s worth,” I admit.

      She peers up at me from under her lashes. “You’re a mess.”

      “I’m your mess now, Rossi.”

      Once we get to my place, Hollis helps me out of my clothes and into a warm bath. She even puts bubbles, epson salt, and some type of lavender smelling oil in it because she’s extra like that.

      My favorite overachiever.

      Soon my sore muscles are relaxed and another part of me is anything but.

      Hollis sits on the side of the tub tending to the wounds on my face. When she finishes, I decide it’s been too long since I’ve been inside my girl.

      Reaching out, I pull her into the bath with me, pajamas and all.

      “Jonah,” she squeals over her laughter. “My clothes.”

      “Sorry about that,” I say just before kissing her softly on the mouth. “Guess you’ll have to sleep naked tonight.”

      Together we remove her wet clothes and toss them out of the tub. They hit the floor with a heavy slapping sound but I’m too busy positioning her above my cock to care.

      When she slides down onto me, the water makes it difficult to determine how wet she is but I know how to remedy that.

      “Wasn’t there something on your list about sitting on my face?”

      Her mouth drops open into a small o of surprise. “You read that?”

      I grin wickedly at her. “Hell yeah I read it. I was trying to figure out how to skip directly to that one.”

      She shakes her head. “Here I was thinking you might not have seen it.”

      This girl. God love her. I damn sure do.

      She moves slowly up and down on my shaft, digging her hands into my chest.

      “Um, did you notice that one also said not to fall in love with you?” She looks me in the eyes. “Or make eye contact during sex?”

      I lean back against the tub. “How’s that working for you?”

      Her pouty bee-stung lips curve into a grin. “Not so great. Pretty sure I was already in love with you when that list was made.”

      “Five out of six ain’t bad,” I offer. “Let’s make it five and a half.”

      Apprehension stills her body.

      “Stand up, Hollis.”

      Her gaze locks on mine. I give her round ass a firm squeeze and a light smack.

      “But you’re hurt, Jonah.”

      “My tongue is fully functional. Stand. Now.”

      She does as she’s told and I lean my head back on the neck cushion. I make a mental note to thank Erma for buying it. Probably leave out the details of how I’m about to use it though.

      “Come here, sexy girl.” I pull her down to me and inhale the scent of her arousal. Hollis and lavender greet my tongue.

      I french kiss her clit while she adjusts her knees beside my head. She doesn’t place her full weight on my face so I brace my hands on the backs of her thighs and pull her closer, until I’m buried tongue deep in her delicious cunt.

      “Fuck, you taste so good,” I murmur against lips even more swollen than mine.

      “Jonah,” she breathes. “Oh God.”

      All memory of any pain is gone as Hollis whimpers and whines above me. I slide my tongue from her slit to the hood of her clit, up and down, over and over until she begins to thrust against my mouth. Dipping my tongue inside of her, I move my hands to her ass cheeks and dig my fingers in.

      I pump my tongue in and out the way I would my cock until she comes. Her legs clamp on either side of my head while she rides out her orgasm.

      Once she comes down, I lower her into the tub and onto my throbbing cock.

      Her chest and neck are flushed bright red as she rides me slowly. Her body wants to go limp after the intense pleasure, but she’s determined to please me first. I grin at her and she presses her forehead to mine.

      “I never knew it could feel like this,” she moans against my mouth. “God, that feels so good.”

      “There’s plenty more where that came from,” I tell her.

      As her arousal amps back up, she rides me harder, faster. Water sloshes out of the tub as I come inside her clenching heat.

      “Fuck, baby. Fuck,” I cry out, giving into my release completely. Her pussy milks my dick and I realize she’s coming with me. “Come for me, gorgeous girl,” I encourage as we let go together.

      “OhmyGod,” she whimpers, again and again in an endless stream.

      When her body finally gives out, she lies on my damp chest and closes her eyes. The look of peaceful bliss on her face tells me she’s happy and safe in my arms.

      For the first time in my entire life, I know exactly how she feels.
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        * * *

      

      After we dry off and make love once more in my bed, I wrap my arms around her naked body.

      She’s struggling to look me in the eye and I need to know what’s wrong.

      “Hollis?” I lower my head and force her to look at me. “Everything okay?”

      She nods, finally lifting her chin. “Yeah. I just worry a little…about whether or not you’re getting what you need. You know, from me. Because I’m inexperienced and all.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Believe me, you have nothing to worry about. Before you, sex was…” I struggle to find the right word. My head is still foggy and I’m exhausted down to my bones. “Impersonal. It was a means to an end. Technically solid but no points for style.”

      “I get points for style?”

      I let my hand run down the side of her breast, her waist, and the curve of her hip. “You score off the charts for style, sexy girl. And everything else.”

      “Good answer.” She kisses the bruises on my chest and ribcage softly.

      Hollis is sexual without trying. The way she moves, the way she pouts, the way she touches her mouth when she’s deep in thought. Her every mannerism makes me think of carnal sensual acts without her making any effort to do so.

      “So I was thinking,” I begin, once she’s curled up to my side and still. “About this condo you’re wanting to buy.”

      She props up on one elbow to look at me. “Yeah?”

      “I looked into it and honestly, it needs some work. Paint, electrical upgrades, new appliances.”

      She frowns. “It’s fine, Jonah. I had it inspected. There’s nothing wrong with the electrical or the appliances. I can paint myself.”

      I sigh. “Well I talked to Elaine. I told her about all the things you do at the bar for your family and she said the WDA could use someone with those skills to run the Marketing Department, if you’re interested. But it’s a demanding position. You have to travel with me, run the website and the social media. You might be too busy to work on fixing up your condo.”

      Her eyes widen as if she’s no longer sleepy. “Shut up. Are you serious?”

      I chuckle. “So you’re interested?”

      “Of course I am. But what about your assistant? Are you really going to hire her nephew?”

      I shrug. “Probably. He’s a good kid and a fast learner. He’s also interested in walking the dogs.”

      Hollis sighs beside me but my heart is still trying to escape my chest. I can’t remember ever being this nervous.

      “I’ll have to interview him. See if he’s good enough for the boys.”

      I smile and rub her back in small circles. “I can arrange that. But seriously, I don’t think the condo is the best place for you. It’s not the safest neighborhood and—”

      “I can get an alarm system,” she says.

      I pretend to contemplate this. “You could. But I was thinking, since we’re going to be working together, traveling together, and all that, you could just move in here.”

      Hollis goes completely still and silent beside me. I don’t think she’s breathing.

      It’s too soon. I’ve freaked her out. Damn. I’ve fucked up again.

      Within seconds her face is mere centimeters from mine.

      “Jonah, I need you to be clear. Are you asking me to move in with you?”

      I swallow thickly. “It doesn’t have to be tomorrow. And I understand if you don’t want to because of your family or—”

      “Jonah,” she breaks in, taking my face in her hands. “I want to. My parents won’t love the idea, but I’m an adult. They’ll come around.”

      I breathe a little easier. “Good. Because kidnapping you would’ve probably gotten me punched again.”

      She stills suddenly and I glance down at her face.

      “It was just a joke, Hollis. I wouldn’t really kidnap you.”

      She shakes her head. “I keep meaning to tell you something and then I get distracted. But tonight, all during the fight, I kept wishing I’d already told you.”

      I prop up on my pillow to get a better view of her face, throwing up silent requests to any higher power listening that this isn’t something bad. That she hasn’t changed her mind about us.

      “What is it?”

      She inhales deeply. Whatever it is, she’s gathering the courage to say it to my face.

      “I love you, Jonah.”

      My chest swells at her words. At the sound of her handing her whole heart over to me for safekeeping. I pull her back to me so we’re face to face.

      “I love you, Hollis. So much more than I could ever tell you.”

      She yawns, letting her body rest against mine. “Then I guess you’ll just have to show me.”

      I intend to.

      Every single day for the rest of our lives.
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        SHOULD OLD ACQUAINTANCES BE FORGOTTEN, AND NEVER BROUGHT TO MIND?

      

        

      

      The packed snow crunches beneath the tires of the Rover. I can hear it because my window is down as I scan the gold numbers on the side of the brick ranch-style homes.

      “Here it is. One-sixty-four Maple,” I tell Jonah, while looking at the GPS app on my phone.

      Jonah is quiet as he shuts off the engine once my window is rolled up.

      He comes around and opens my door, helping me out of the SUV so I don’t fall on the icy sidewalk.

      “You okay?” I watch his face for any telltale signs he wants to back out of this.

      He nods. “I’m good. Just wish I’d done this a long time ago.” He squeezes my hand. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      I squeeze his hand in response.

      We walk arm in arm to the front door, neither of us missing the ramp to the left of the stairs. I ring the bell. There’s movement inside and the gray and white striped curtains covering the window shift noticeably.

      I hear Jonah inhale deeply as the door swings open.

      An attractive redhead around my age with whiskey-colored eyes and a sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose opens the door.

      “You must be Jonah,” she greets us. “And…”

      “Hollis,” I offer.

      “I’m Jen. Joey’s sister. Come on in,” she says, stepping back so we can enter.

      The house smells clinically clean, like a doctor’s office or a hospital room. There’s a scented candle burning somewhere and possibly coffee brewing, but neither masks the medicinal scent permeating the air.

      “Joey just finishing bathing. He’ll be out momentarily.” She glances toward the kitchen. “Can I get either of you something to drink? I have coffee.”

      Jonah’s answering smile is tight. He’s nervous. “I’m good. Thank you, though.”

      “We have a long drive home,” I tell her. “I’d better pass or we’ll have to stop half a dozen times.”

      “Please, have seat.” She smiles warmly. “I’ll go check on Joey.”

      As we lower ourselves onto a comfy gray couch, I reach over and wrap my hand around Jonah’s bicep, giving it a small squeeze for moral support.

      He glances at me just as a stocky man with ink-black hair wheels himself into the room. He wears a pale blue button-down shirt and khaki pants. His hair appears to be in need of a cut but a definite effort was made to style it. I can’t help but wonder if it was for our benefit.

      My stomach tightens as I feel the tension and guilt rolling through Jonah.

      “Forgive me for not standing to greet you,” the man, Joey I’m assuming, says.

      He’s younger than I pictured, but definitely has a few years on Jonah judging from the gray tinting his temples.

      The silence is thick and heavy.

      “It’s a joke, man,” he says, chuckling lightly. “Did you lose your sense of humor along with your looks?”

      Jonah shakes his head. “I should’ve come by sooner.”

      The man scoffs at him. “For what?”

      Jonah shrugs. “To apologize in person. To see if you needed anything. To help out. Something.”

      Jen steps out from behind Joey’s chair. “You do a lot, Jonah. We appreciate it. The house. The in-home nurse visits.”

      Joey watches us closely. “I used to watch you fight. I bragged to the guys I play basketball with, telling them I was your first opponent.”

      He’s trying to ease the tension, but Jonah can’t relax. His back is straight and his shoulders are rigid.

      I nudge him gently.

      “I think I’m done fighting now,” Jonah says quietly.

      Joey nods. “I caught the New Year’s Eve event. You definitely still have one hell of a left hook.”

      Jonah pulls in a deep breath. “What happened shouldn’t have happened, Joe. I’m sorry that it did. That I—”

      “I was a punk ass kid,” Joey breaks in. “We both were. But you were younger and stronger and I was threatened by you. The other kids looked up to you. They respected you. They feared me. I bullied the shit out of you. And everyone else.” He shrugs. “If things had gone differently, it could be you sitting here now. You just got the better shot in first.”

      “I never meant to—”

      Joey cuts him off again by putting his hand up. “You were a fourteen-year-old kid, Jonah. I know you didn’t mean for me to fall backward and hit the damn bathroom sink the way I did. That part was an accident. Or maybe God’s way of stopping me from hurting anyone else. In some ways, I got what I deserved. I was a dick fully intent on causing pain to relieve my own.”

      I hear Jonah exhale beside me. “No one deserves this. You were a kid, too. We’d all been through a lot of shit.”

      Joey nods. “Look at us now. We came out okay.”

      Jen smiles sweetly down at her brother. “If he hadn’t been hospitalized, I might never have found him. We went into the system at different times. I was adopted when I was five and had to scour the Earth to find my big brother.”

      “I’m glad you found each other,” I say softly, not wanting to intrude on Jonah’s discussion. “But I know it kills Jonah knowing his actions caused you pain all these years.”

      Joey nods and meets Jonah’s gaze. “Look, I won’t pretend I haven’t ever plotted your death or that I don’t have shit days where I wallow in self-pity, because I have and I do. But the truth is, I know where I was headed. Nowhere good. I was using and on the path to becoming a hardened criminal. When Jen found me, I was popping all the pills I could get my hands on and drinking myself to death on the floor of rock bottom. But she helped me and got me to seek help.” He gives her a grin full of gratitude. “I work part-time from home now, telemarketing stuff mostly and some tech-support, but I enjoy it. I play basketball with some guys who served in the military and honestly, my only regret is I wish I had a more honorable reason for being in this chair than because I was a bully that pushed a kid too far.”

      He pauses while we all absorb what he’s shared with us.

      “I saw the article after that reporter came sniffing around. Jen and I didn’t tell him anything, but he knew things.” Joey shrugs. “It got me to thinking, I should do more for the community home we grew up in. Like you do. The truth is, Jonah, I have the same problem now I had when we were kids.”

      When he doesn’t clarify, Jonah leans forward. “And what’s that?”

      “I wish I was more like you. More selfless and more generous. More concerned with the needs of others. Just…better.”

      Jonah sits back and I can see how stunned he is all over his face.

      “Not a day goes by that I don’t think of you,” he tells Joey. “Not a day goes by that I don’t wish I could go back in time and change what happened that day.”

      Joey looks almost annoyed by this. “Well get over it, man. I have. Mostly.” His eyes shift to me, then to Jonah. “I mean, damn. Look what’s sitting right next to you. If I was you, I’d be enjoying the hell out of the here and now. Leave the past where it belongs. Behind us.”

      Jonah side-eyes me then nods. “I’m working on it.”

      Joey glances at his sister who lowers her chin subtly before they both turn their attention back to us.

      “And another thing,” Joey begins. “We do appreciate all you’ve done, but I’m not your charity case. Jen and I can afford my medical care just fine. If you hadn’t paid for the house that reporter might not have been able to piece together what happened and published that bullshit article about you.”

      Jonah lifts one shoulder. “I don’t care what they print about me. To be honest, I don’t know if I bought the house for you or to assuage my own guilt for what happened and how I earned the money.”

      Joey smirks. “Doesn’t matter. We appreciate it all the same. But we’re doing good now and I’d rather you put your money toward all that charity stuff you do. Playing Santa for the kids and saving the whales or whatever.”

      Jonah nods. “I can do that. Promise me one thing though?”

      Joey arches a brow and waits.

      “If you ever need anything, you’ll let me know?”

      Joey nods. “If I get truly desperate, yeah. But don’t hold your breath.”

      “Actually,” Jonah begins, “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      A sly grin curves the other man’s thin lips. “Well if you want me to shovel your driveway, you’re shit out of luck.”

      This time Jonah grins back and I feel like I can finally breathe.

      “Nah. Hollis here can handle that.”

      We all laugh and I move to shove my elbow into Jonah’s ribcage. He catches it before I make contact, sliding his hand down to intertwine his fingers with mine.

      “I was going to ask if you’d be willing to come down to the group home. Talk to the kids. Maybe we could do it together. Tell them about the hell we put each other through as kids and how we wish we could’ve found other ways to deal with our anger and our issues. Let them see that their actions have consequences. I train a few kids there with histories of abuse and short fuses and I think they’d really benefit from hearing from you.”

      Joey contemplates the request for a minute then nods slowly. “Yeah, I could probably fit that into my busy schedule.”

      Jonah’s smile is wide and I can feel the weight of his pain lifting. “Cool. I’ll call you with a date and time. I can send someone to—”

      “I can drive him,” Jen breaks in. “We have a van.”

      Jonah stands, pulling me up with him. “Okay, well we won’t take up anymore of your day. It was good to see you, Joe.”

      “Don’t be a stranger,” Jen says as she walks us to the door.

      “Speaking of,” Joey says, addressing me. “You ever get tired of him, you know where I live. I might not look like much in this chair, but you’d be surprised what I can do with all the parts that still work.”

      “There’s the Joey I remember,” Jonah breaks in. “Don’t be playing the sympathy card with my girl, man. I don’t want to have to knock you out again. I can only afford so many houses.”

      The guys do some type of mock boxing, then Jonah leans down and Jen and I watch as they hug. It’s tight and lingering and Joey pats Jonah solidly on the back several times.

      My eyes fill with tears and I’m not even sure why.

      Maybe because I know Jonah needed this. Because I see now why he’s tortured himself for so long.

      Maybe, after today, he can finally stop.
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      1 Year Later

      “You sure you’re ready for this?”

      I swallow thickly. Several people inside the house we’re about to enter are armed.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” Which is not ready at all.

      We tread carefully, pretending it’s the snow on the sidewalk slowing us down but most of it has melted to slush. Achilles looks at me like he knows I’m stalling and is annoyed.

      Hollis’s mom opens the door before we even knock and I figure she was waiting for us. She gives me a hopeful smile but I see the apprehension in her eyes. She’s worried for me. Hell, I’m worried for me.

      I take in as much oxygen as my lungs will hold, wishing for the first time in a long time that I still drank. A little liquid courage would be nice right about now.

      Addison gives Hollis a hug and tosses me a thumbs up over her shoulder.

      She must’ve told her then.

      Mikey, Tony, and Hollis’s dad stand and greet us.

      Hollis’s dad is the first to call me out. “So, what’s this big announcement?”

      This past year, I’ve become a part of the Rossi family.

      As a kid, I dreamed about Sunday dinners and holidays and having people to just generally give a shit about me. I never thought I’d ever actually have it. And now that I do, it’s terrifying knowing I might be about to piss them off and risk losing it.

      Hollis ushers her mom and Addi into the kitchen, leaving me alone with her dad and brothers. Ache gets comfortable with Hollis’s mom’s dog by the fireplace and I am on my own. So much for man’s best friend.

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans and look her father in the eye.

      “Well, sir, actually, it’s more of a question.”

      Mike and Tony glance at one another then level me with matching stares.

      The three of them together are intimidating as fuck. Like a well-trained firing squad about to unload on my ass.

      A lifetime of insecurity threatens to creep up on me.

      I’m not good enough.

      I don’t have enough to offer her.

      I don’t even have a last name for fuck’s sakes.

      I do my best to shove it into the closet in the corner of my mind.

      For all my shortcomings, I know one thing for certain. Hollis Rossi wants me. Maybe she’s crazy, but she’s my crazy amazing girl.

      “Sir, I think you know that Hollis is a really special woman. She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. With your permission, I’d like to ask her to marry me.”

      Someone, Addison I think, squeals from the kitchen.

      But from where I’m standing, no one moves. No one so much as blinks.

      My chest expands with my labored attempt at breathing as I wait.

      After what feels like a lifetime, Hollis’s dad nods slowly. “You’re already part of the family, boy. Might as well make it official.”

      Before I can process his words, Tony, who I’ve learned is another Rossi who wears his heart on his sleeve like my Hollis, wraps me in a huge bear hug. Not exactly something I have a lot of experience with, but I do my best to return it.

      Mikey pats me on the back once Tony has released me.

      He gives my shoulder a firm squeeze. “Take care of our girl, Jonah.”

      I nod. “That’s all I plan to do for the rest of my life.”

      “I’m not getting any younger,” her dad breaks in. “Let’s get her out here and get this show on the road then.”

      Okay, confession: I proposed to Hollis last night.

      While she was out shopping with her mom and Addison, I made dinner at our place, lit candles, and put on her favorite music. Christmas music, of course. And I built the best damn gingerbread house that I could. Sans roof. After dinner, I told her I needed help getting the roof to stay in place.

      Inside the house, sat the ring in a black velvet box.

      When she saw it, she gasped so loudly I thought she might pass out. Thankfully, she didn’t.

      When I slid my ring on her finger, the broken parts of my soul mended as if they were never there.

      But then Hollis frowned.

      “Jonah…my family…my dad is extremely old-fashioned.”

      Instantly I knew I’d jumped the gun. I knew there had been a major meltdown when she’d moved in with me. But I didn’t freak out thinking I’d fucked up like I used to. I nodded, because I’d anticipated this.

      “I know. We’re having lunch with them tomorrow. I’ll ask your dad for his permission. But I wanted to make sure this was what you wanted first. You will always come first to me.”

      We made love on nearly every surface in our home. When I went to put the ring back in the box, Hollis had smiled shyly at me. “Maybe I could wear it just a little longer.”

      She’d slept with it on and I’d laid awake, staring at the symbol of our forever on her delicate hand, knowing today was going to be scary as shit but necessary.

      “Hang on,” I tell the guys before they bring the women back into the living room.

      I retrieve the red ribbon for Achilles and call him over. Once I’ve tied the ring and the sign that says “Hollis Rossi, will you marry us?” to his collar, I nod for Tony to get the girls.

      I remain on one knee next to Ache, because Hollis deserves this. She deserves for the people who mean everything to her to be apart of the most important moments of her life. And truthfully, I love them all, too, and I’m glad they’re here.

      Hollis comes out smiling, her eyes gleaming with tears because she already knows but didn’t expect Ache to be involved.

      She looks at him, then at me, and nods. Our eyes conveying the silent bond of a love that will never fail.

      I untie the ribbon and stand, slipping my ring back on her finger where it belongs.

      She kisses me, much longer and deeper than I’d expected with her brothers and parents watching but who am I to deny her? Her tongue is sweet and soft against mine. Achilles barks between us and everyone breaks into laughter.

      “Right?” Mikey mutters, patting Ache on the head. “No one wants to see that.”

      “Some people would pay good money to see it,” Addison argues.

      “Actually, we have another announcement,” Hollis pipes up, glancing at me to make sure it’s okay to share.

      I nod for her to continue.

      Her family waits patiently, but I see the furtive glances at her mid-section. I know the conclusion they’re all drawing, the sign they’re looking for. I hope she hurries this along before someone decks me.

      “Jonah bought a gym,” she says, practically bouncing on her toes. “With his friend Joey. He’s still going to run the WDA but he’s also going to train troubled kids in mixed martial arts and anger management.”

      The relief on her dad’s face is visible.

      “That’s wonderful, Jonah,” her mom says, hugging me tightly. “I’m so happy for you both.”

      I wrap my arms around her, returning the hug. “Thank you, Mrs. Rossi.”

      She leans back and her eyes meet mine. “Jonah, I think you’ve been without a family long enough. Let’s say you call me Mom, yeah?”

      I wasn’t expecting that. I’ve never had anyone to call Mom. Or Dad. Or my brothers or my sister.

      I glance around at all of their faces, still stunned by how much love I see on them. For each other. For Hollis. For me. For our future.

      “I’d like that. A lot,” I say, choking out the words over the emotions rising in my throat as she steps aside so Hollis can take her place in my arms.

      Another confession: I knew the day I laid eyes on Hollis Rossi that she was going to change my life. I just didn’t know quite how drastic that change would be.

      Or that it would be a permanent change.

      Looking at her, at those beautiful warm brown eyes and that infectiously gorgeous smile, holding her and knowing she’s mine and I’m hers, I no longer hold a single ounce of bitterness or resentment about my past.

      Yeah, it was rough and dark and lonely most of the time.

      But it was a road worth traveling. Because I ended up exactly where I was meant to be.

      Holding onto my future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BONUS NOVELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my newsletter to receive a FREE Hollis and Jonah novella in your inbox for Christmas!

      
        
        
        THE BOUT BEFORE CHRISTMAS

      

        

      

      After two years of training troubled youth in his own gym, Jonah X thinks he can handle anything. But when a mysterious young girl shows up needing his help, he isn’t sure training her is a great idea. After Hollis convinces him to give her a shot, Jonah begins to see that there’s much more to the story than just a girl wanting to become an MMA fighter.

      This one is fighting for her life.

      Hollis and Jonah might be the only ones who can help save her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPECIAL EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you know there’s an even naughtier version of The Naughty List? Halfway through writing this book, I realized that Jonah X unfiltered was a bit too hot for Amazon so I have a special edition for sale on my website for a limited time! It’s available in both eBook and paperback! Grab it while you can!

      www.caiseyquinn.com/SHOP
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